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―Rubbish collectors are the unsung heroes of modernity.  
Day in and day out, they refresh and make salient again the borderline be-
tween normality and pathology, health and illness, the desirable and the re-
jected, the comme il faut and comme il ne faut pas, the inside and the out-
side of the human universe.‖ 
 
(Zygmunt Bauman, Wasted Lives: Modernity and Its Outcasts) 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
Plagiarism declaration 
 
 
 
―I know that plagiarism is wrong. Plagiarism is to use another‘s work and pretend it is 
one‘s own. Each significant contribution to, and quotation in this work that I have tak-
en from the work of other people has been attributed and has been cited and refer-
enced. This submission is my own work. I have not allowed and will not allow anyone 
to copy my work with the intention of passing it off as his/her own work.‖ 
 
 
 
 
Signature:    Date: 15.11.2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3 
 
Acknowledgements 
 
Being born into a totalitarian system and unwilling to always obey and conform to the demands of 
this system, my father was not permitted to study. I was lucky that my parents decided to escape this 
arbitrary rule, which allowed me to grow up in freedom. I had freedom of choice in what I want to do 
in my life and opportunities my parents could only dream of. Although my studies have been a rocky 
road, I drew motivation to eventually complete them and even to continue with postgraduate studies 
by remembering that there are many people in the world who are unable to study for economic, social 
or political reasons. Therefore I would like to dedicate this thesis to all who would have wanted to 
study, but never got the chance – in particular my dad. This is for you, Pa! 
 
Five years alone in a foreign country thousands of kilometres from home are both an adventure and a 
challenge. This is especially true if one‘s health lets one down a few times. Therefore I would like to 
start with thanking all the people who helped and supported me during the many months of illness, 
which meant that I was able to finish this degree. In particular, the help and care of my proxy-mother 
MaMiki, whose love and care made ensured my recovery. In this context I also have to thank Rob for 
supporting this ―adoption‖, and for his great command of the English language. 
 
I am grateful to the department of political studies at UWC for finding, organising and providing 
funding for me to do this degree. Furthermore, I owe a great debt of gratitude to the Sustainable Live-
lihoods Foundation (SLF) for awarding me a partial bursary to cover my expensive international fees 
and the field work expenses, and of course for providing the incentive to do research about informal 
waste pickers. In particular, thanks goes to the SLF directors Andrew Charman and Leif Petersen, as 
well as to SLF researcher Rory Liedeman, who were always willing to give advice on my thesis, es-
pecially on the fieldwork. 
 
Special thanks go of course to my supervisor Prof Laurence Piper, who organised the post-graduate 
funding for me (with great persistence!), and convinced me to stay in South Africa to do my Master‘s. 
His guidance, wisdom and ideas were crucial for writing this dissertation, as was his detailed feed-
back on drafts. Thanks for pushing me so hard, Laurence! I would also like to thank Prof Joelien Pre-
torius of the political studies department in this context – if it was not for her, I would never have 
come to UWC in the first place, and probably not started postgraduate studies in the field of politics.  
 
In addition, there were many more people who contributed to make this project a success. Above all, 
I want to express my gratitude to all the people who agreed to be interviewed for this project, first and 
foremost the skarrelaars or Capricorn, Vrygrond and Hillview, who shared insights in their tough 
lives and whose persistence to try to make an honest living is admirable. In addition, I have to thank 
the scrap dealers at the study site, who were very helpful in allowing me to collect valuable data, and 
all the informal respondents that helped me to gain a better understanding of the circumstances of 
informal waste recycling in Cape Town. I am also grateful to the staff and officials from the City of 
Cape Town and the Western Cape government, who were willing to explain policies and their im-
plementation practice. And my special thanks go to Rodney Asia, my local contact person, guide, and 
interpreter, without whom the fieldwork would have been an impossible task.  
 
I am thanking my fellow student Jackson, who accompanied me for a day in the field and helped with 
conducting some of the in-depth interviews, and Prof Rinie Schenck for sharing her great knowledge 
about waste pickers. I am immensely grateful to my friend Tim for his material and immaterial sup-
port, and to my brother Johannes for his advice on the design of all the graphs in the thesis. And I 
owe thanks to the Master‘s support group who gave valuable suggestions to improve the dissertation. 
 
Finally, I am eternally grateful to my parents and my brothers for always supporting me. 
 
 
 
 
4 
 
Title: 
Skarreling for Scrap: A case study of informal waste recycling at the Coastal Park landfill in Cape 
Town 
 
Keywords: 
Sustainable development, solid waste management, waste recycling, skarrelaars, waste pickers, in-
formality, neoliberalism, livelihoods, policy critique 
 
Abstract 
A widespread phenomenon on dumpsites in the developing world, subsistence waste picking is also a 
common practice at the city-owned Coastal Park Landfill (CPL) in Muizenberg. Poor unemployed 
people from the townships of Capricorn, Vrygrond and Hillview, situated at the foot of the tip 
―skarrel for scrap‖ every day. The word skarreling is an Afrikaans term meaning to rummage or 
scrabble, scuttle or scurry. Thus, if one talks of ―skarreling for scrap‖, it generally refers to poor peo-
ple trying to eke out a living by looking for recyclables in the waste that can be put to personal use or 
turned into money.  
 
In the two decades since the transition to democracy, South Africa and the City of Cape Town (CCT) 
have formulated a number of framework and subordinate policies which express their commitment to 
sustainable development (SD). SD aims to achieve a balance between its three components, econom-
ic, environmental and social sustainability. Thus, SD is not only about increased economic efficiency 
and stability, while at the same time reducing pollution and handling natural resources more thought-
fully; it is also about promoting social equity by reducing poverty and empowering the poor. 
 
This study is guided by the assumption that waste pickers in developing countries play an important 
part in recycling efforts, and that recycling in turn is an integral component of SD, which is the guid-
ing principle of South African policy-making. In an ideal scenario – as implicitly promised by the 
policies on SD – the management of solid waste should pursue the economic and environmental goals 
of SD by promoting recycling and should be aligned with the goal of creating sustainable livelihoods.  
 
However, the reality in the CCT is a different one. Landfill skarreling in the CCT, and particularly at 
CPL, is accompanied by conflict and a criminalisation of the skarrelaars. The CCT decided to phase 
out landfill salvaging in 2008, and subsequently has put a lot of effort into keeping skarrelaars away 
from its landfills. The implications of this decision – job losses for poor people and a potential in-
crease in crime – have not been thought through. There is thus a dysfunctional triangular relationship 
around waste recycling in the CCT, leading to tensions between (1) the City‘s commitment to SD; (2) 
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its approach towards recycling (as part of solid waste management) in policy and practice; and (3) the 
livelihoods of the poor in adjacent townships. In the CCT the goals of SD are undermined by the 
City‘s recycling strategies, with adverse effects for the livelihoods of the people who live off skarrel-
ing. 
 
There are several causes for this disjuncture between policy and reality. The first has to do with igno-
rance on the side of the policymakers. They seem to be badly informed about the extent and nature of 
skarreling, perhaps assuming that this activity is performed only by a few people who need quick 
cash for drugs. The second cause can be attributed to the neoliberal macro-policies pursued in South 
Africa, as well as to the global competition between cities for investment. This neoliberal urbanism 
leads cities like Cape Town to re-imagine themselves as ―world (-class) cities‖, in which poor waste 
pickers are perceived as a disturbing factor. In the CCT, this goes hand in hand with an approach 
reminiscent of the apartheid mindset, which saw the need to control poor, black (and potentially unru-
ly) people. 
 
The dissertation therefore focuses on the core themes of sustainable development, (urban) neoliberal-
ism, and informality in combination with a case study of the informal waste pickers at the chosen 
landfill site. Writing from a political studies angle, this study is framed as a policy critique: it argues 
that the policies around SWM ignore South African realities, and that the SD policies and their im-
plementation lack coherence. Moreover, the conflict between the skarrelaars and the CCT at the CPL 
is rooted in inadequate national and local legislation which does not acknowledge the role of informal 
waste pickers in SWM and aims at excluding rather than including them. If waste pickers were sup-
ported in their recycling efforts in both policy and practice, this would be a win-win situation for the 
state/city (economic benefits and less crime), the skarrelaars (regular employment and incomes) and 
the environment (less waste buried on landfills). 
 
The case study is primarily designed as a qualitative study, but also includes quantitative elements as 
it attempts a first quantification of the extent and nature of skarreling at the CPL site, one of only 
three operating dumpsites in Cape Town. The aim on the one hand is to estimate the contribution of 
the skarrelaars to waste reduction (and therefore to sustainability) in the City, especially since the 
waste they collect is not buried on the landfill, thereby prolonging the operational life span of the 
landfill. The other aim is to assess the role of the skarrelaars as an economic factor in the township, in 
particular the question of how important the incomes generated from skarreling are for their individu-
al livelihoods and for the community as a whole. 
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CHAPTER I: THE RESEARCH PARAMETERS 
 
 
―Waste used to be something of the past, a part of life turned to dust and ash. For much 
of the 19th Century, dust and ash was all that went into the domestic dust bin. Every-
thing else was separated and recycled one way or another. Even shit – politely known 
as ‗night soil‘ – was taken out along with organic wastes to fertilise fields. Or at least 
some of it was. The rest was thrown into the streets where waste pickers competed with 
dogs, pigs and crows for anything of value.‖2 
 
Martin Medina: 
Scavenging from the waste stream, or waste picking, is an important economic activity that pro-
vides an income to over 15 million people worldwide and has an financial impact of several billion 
US$ every year. One percent of the urban population in developing countries makes a living from 
scavenging. It is one of our oldest economic activities.
3
 
 
 
1. Background 
 
1.1 Waste picking as livelihood and its contribution to waste management and sustaina-
bility 
 
The world population has been growing rapidly since the end of the Second World War and continues 
to grow. The predictions are that by 2050 around nine billion humans will inhabit planet Earth.
4
 All 
humans consume resources and produce waste, to varying degrees of course. According to the calcu-
lations of the Global Footprint Network, humanity currently uses the equivalent of one-and-a-half 
planets to provide the resources we use and to absorb our waste.
5
 In other words, at the moment it 
takes the Earth one year and six months to regenerate what humanity consumes in a year. This prob-
lem is going to intensify, because if one follows moderate UN scenarios on the future growth of pop-
ulation and consumption, by the 2030s we will need the equivalent of two Earths to support us.
6
 With 
continuing population growth and growing affluence, consumption will increase and inevitably lead 
to more waste globally, in particular in developing countries.  
                                                 
2 David Hallowes, and Victor Munnik, Wasting the Nation: Making trash of people and places (Pietermaritzburg: 
groundWork, 2008), p. 9 
3 Martin Medina, ‗Scrap and trade: scavenging myths‘, in: Our World 2.0 web magazine (published by the United Nations 
University), March 15, 2010, p. 1 
4 Royal Society, People and the planet, The Royal Society Science Policy Centre report 01/12 (London: Royal Society, 
2012), p. 7 
URL: http://royalsociety.org/uploadedFiles/Royal_Society_Content/policy/projects/people-planet/2012-04-25-
PeoplePlanet.pdf 
Accessed: 19.04.2013 
5 Global Footprint Network, ‗World Footprint‘. 
URL: http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/page/world_footprint/ 
Accessed: 19.04.2013 
6 Ibid. 
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A new study published in Nature predicts that global solid waste production will grow at least until 
the year 2075, and that drastic action is needed to avoid the planet becoming one gigantic rubbish 
dump.
7
 Most of the waste is generated in cities, which leads the authors to say that ―[s]olid waste is 
mostly an urban phenomenon.‖8 They estimate that in 2010 the world‘s urban population produced 
3,5 million tons of waste – per day. And waste generation increases quickly: up until 2025 the amount 
will double to six million tons; if the trend continues, there will be eleven million tons of solid waste 
generated per day in the year 2100 in the ‗business-as-usual‘ projections.9 What makes matters worse 
is that the composition of waste changes: the richer a country, the more toxic its waste, as greater 
affluence for instance means more packaged products. At the moment the OECD countries produce 
most of the waste, but the developing countries (especially in Asia and sub-Saharan Africa) are catch-
ing up quickly. The authors estimate that despite a waste peak in the OECD countries by 2050 and in 
Asia–Pacific countries by 2075, ―waste will continue to rise in the fast-growing cities of sub-Saharan 
Africa. The urbanization trajectory of Africa will be the main determinant of the date and intensity of 
global peak waste.‖10 To avoid a worst-case scenario, they urge that ―greater attention to consumption 
and improvement in waste management is needed in rapidly urbanizing regions in developing coun-
tries, especially in Africa.‖11 
 
It follows that it is of global importance how the fast-growing African cities are going to deal with the 
huge amounts of waste to be generated in the coming decades. Increased waste generation demands a 
higher scale of refuse collection, more land for dumpsites or increased recycling levels. Due to their 
generally limited resources, developing countries generally find it difficult to increase their capacity 
to deal with the ever-increasing trash heaps. This inability of the state to deal with the problem ade-
quately in turn provides an income opportunity for poor and marginalised people. 
 
Across the world, informal workers called ‗waste pickers‘ or ‗scavengers‘ rely on reclaiming reusable 
and recyclable materials from the waste-stream to make a living and to sustain themselves and their 
families. Historically their work has been considered informal and often illegal. Nevertheless, they 
perform an essential service and are an integral, although frequently unacknowledged, part of the 
waste management systems in the cities where they work. They contribute to municipal waste man-
agement by clearing waste from streets and sidewalks, sorting through rubbish bins and collecting 
                                                 
7 Daniel Hoornweg, Perinaz Bhada-Tata and Chris Kennedy, ‗Waste production must peak this century‘, Nature, Vol. 
502, 2013, pp. 615–617, here: p. 615 
8 Ibid., p. 616 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., p. 617 
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recyclables from landfills.
12
 Through recycling they help reduce the amount of waste that ends up on 
landfills.  
 
In some cities of the developing world waste pickers perform between 50% and 100% of all waste-
related activities. They thus make an important economic contribution to reducing the burden of 
waste management for which a city is responsible. Moreover, in many cities of the developing world 
they are often more effective than formal recycling systems, and achieve higher recycling rates than 
formal recycling systems. Higher recycling rates bring environmental and economic benefits, but the 
majority of waste pickers are not rewarded for their positive contribution to sustainability. On the 
contrary, they generally have to endure poor working conditions, and instead of their role being 
acknowledged, they are often harassed by members of the public and by the authorities.
13
 They are 
seen as a nuisance and a safety hazard and the attitude of authorities is often to try and get rid of them 
instead of including them in municipal waste management systems. In general, the state‘s role seems 
to be one of prohibiting, prosecuting and marginalising rather than promoting and encouraging in-
formal waste collectors.
14
 It then is not surprising that the informal waste pickers are often ignored in 
public policy formation and implementation. But things have started to change with waste pickers in 
some countries beginning to organise themselves in order to make their voices heard, and have their 
contribution to the economy and environment recognised, and their role in municipal waste manage-
ment acknowledged. This has even been taken to the international level, with the First World Confer-
ence of Waste Pickers being held in Bogotá, Colombia, in 2008.
15
 
 
There are many stereotypes and assumptions around waste pickers. To begin with, the occupation is 
commonly associated with the lowest status in society. This is illustrated by the fact that historically 
outcasts and marginal groups like slaves, gypsies and migrants have carried out waste collection and 
recycling activities in developing countries. In India, for instance, the Harijans (formerly known as 
the ‗untouchable‘ caste), have traditionally played an important role in garbage collection and the 
recovery of recyclables from waste. Since contact with waste materials is considered impure, it is 
often non-Muslims who collect and recycle refuse in Muslim countries. It is therefore not surprising 
that most studies come to the conclusion that waste pickers in the developing world constitute the 
most disadvantaged and vulnerable segments of the population. This has also to do with the ―occupa-
                                                 
12 Melanie Samson, ‗Introduction‘, in: Melanie Samson (ed.), Refusing to be Cast Aside: Waste Pickers Organising 
Around the World (WIEGO: Cambridge, MA, 2009), p. 3 
13 Sonia Dias, ‗Integrating Informal Workers into Selective Waste Collection: The Case of Belo Horizonte, Brazil‘, 
WIEGO Policy Brief (Urban Policies), No. 4, 2011, p. 1 
14 Gabrielle Wills, ‗South Africa‘s Informal Economy: A Statistical Profile‘, WIEGO Working Paper (Urban Policies), 
No. 6, April 2009, p. 47 
15 Samson, ‗Introduction‘, p. 1 
 
 
 
 
15 
 
tional hazards‖ these people have to face, as their daily contact with garbage creates health problems 
and lowers life expectancy. Because of their work with waste, waste pickers are commonly associated 
with dirt, disease and squalor, and are perceived as a nuisance, or as a symbol of backwardness, and 
even as criminals. They thus have to survive in a hostile physical and social environment. Today, it is 
often migrants (either from other countries or internal rural-urban migrants) who try to make a living 
in the city by waste picking. One thing should be made clear here, however: despite their low social 
status, waste pickers are not always the poorest of the poor; some make a decent living off this 
work.
16
 
 
1.2 Waste picking in Cape Town: skarreling for scrap 
 
―Skarreling‖ is a common phenomenon in many areas of Cape Town, including the city-owned land-
fill in Muizenberg, in other parts of South Africa and indeed around the world, albeit under different 
names. The word skarreling is an (anglicised) Afrikaans term meaning to rummage or scrabble, scut-
tle or scurry. In her book Raw Life, New Hope: Decency, Housing and Everyday Life in a Post-
Apartheid Community, Fiona C. Ross has described skarreling as ―a frantic search for life‘s basic ne-
cessities, the use of many tactics, a sense of haste and trickery. It involves living by one‘s wits‖.17 
Whether it is seen as a positive or negative thing depends on the people who are engaged in this kind 
of activity, as ―some may take pride in skarreling but for others it is merely what must be done to 
survive‖.18 If one talks of ―skarreling for scrap‖, it generally refers to poor people trying to eke out a 
living by looking for recyclables in the waste that can be put to personal use or turned into money. 
 
There is a triangular relationship around waste recycling in Cape Town which, as this thesis will 
demonstrate, is dysfunctional, leading to tensions between three related but distinct policy areas. The-
se are: (1) the City‘s official commitment to Sustainable Development (SD), as expressed in various 
policy documents; (2) its approach towards recycling (as part of solid waste management) in policy 
and practice, especially its decision to ―phase out‖ (or in practice ban) landfill salvaging in 2008; and 
(3) the livelihoods of the poor in adjacent townships, who collect and sell recyclables, which provides 
a rare opportunity to earn money for hundreds of people in these impoverished areas with high rates 
of unemployment. In the City of Cape Town (CCT) the goals of SD are undermined by the City‘s 
recycling strategies, with adverse effects for the livelihoods of the people who live off skarreling. 
                                                 
16 Martin Medina, ‗Waste picker cooperatives in developing countries‘, paper prepared for WIEGO/Cornell/SEWA Con-
ference on Membership-based Organizations of the Poor, Ahmedabad, India (2005), p. 8f. 
17 Fiona C. Ross, Raw Life, New Hope: Decency, Housing and Everyday Life in a Post-Apartheid Community (Cape 
Town: UCT Press, 2010), p. 108 
18 Ibid. 
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At this stage it will suffice to say that all the main policy documents analysed in this study emphasise 
that the problem of waste must be addressed as an important part of a shift towards SD; they point to 
the need to reduce, reuse and recycle materials instead of dumping them on landfills. The reality dif-
fers from the goals outlined in the policies, as recycling levels are still low and scrap metal as well as 
other recyclables continue to just be buried on landfills. This does not align with the goals of SD and 
therefore sits in tension with South Africa‘s and the City of Cape Town‘s (CCT‘s) commitment to 
SD, as for instance outlined in the National Framework for Sustainable Development (NFSD)
19
 or the 
city‘s Integrated Metropolitan Environmental Policy (IMEP)20. 
 
On the other hand, dumping recyclables on the city‘s landfills (unintentionally) creates a livelihood 
for marginalised adjacent communities, like for example those in the suburbs of Capricorn, Vrygrond, 
and Lavender Hill which surround the Coastal Park landfill (CPL). However, the city management 
formally restricts access to the landfill site on the grounds that it is a health and safety hazard. Indeed, 
the reason for phasing out landfill salvaging is a concern about liability – the implication being that it 
is better that the City does not get sued, than that the poor are not harmed while working. This creates 
tension with the social component of SD, which includes creating sustainable livelihoods (with job 
opportunities). Thus the questions that arise are: Why is there this seemingly unnecessary conflict 
between the skarrelaars and the city at the CPL site and what are the causes? Why is there on the one 
hand unresponsive policy – like that embodied in the Waste Act of 2008 (NEMWA) and in the CCT‘s 
IMEP – which aims at excluding rather than including waste pickers in recycling, and more generally 
in solid waste management? Why does the City in practice not support the waste pickers as part of its 
proclaimed pro-poor strategies and concern for social sustainability, instead of harassing them? Why 
is the City not encouraging recycling, given its official commitment to SD? The aim of this study is to 
explore this three-fold dynamic in greater detail: it seems to be rooted in a policy-reality mismatch as 
well as in incoherent policies underpinned by a neoliberal logic, and in the CCT‘s general attitude of 
control towards poor black people. 
This thesis will thus focus on the core themes of the informal economy and informal politics and their 
intersection with formal policy in at least three areas: (1) environmental and economic sustainability; 
                                                 
19 Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, People - Planet - Prosperity: A National Framework for Sustaina-
ble Development in South Africa (Pretoria: DEAT, 2008). 
URL: http://www.info.gov.za/view/DownloadFileAction?id=175921 
Accessed: 10.05.2013 
20 City of Cape Town, Integrated Metropolitan Environmental Policy (Cape Town: City of Cape Town Environmental 
Planning, 2003). 
URL: http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/EnvironmentalResourceManagement/publications/ Docu-
ments/IMEP_Eng%20v2.pdf 
Accessed: 23.04.2013 
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(2) solid waste management (SWM) and recycling; and (3) livelihoods and job creation. Writing from 
a political studies angle, the thesis is framed as a policy critique based on systematically collected 
evidence relating to economic, environmental and social (livelihood) issues. The starting points for 
the research are around the question of what the CCT‘s policies around recycling and more generally 
SD are, and what the practice is.  
 
In some sense, this research project is an attempt to engage with ―politics from below‖. The idea is to 
explore policy and its implications from the perspective of the waste pickers. It aims to investigate 
whether the laws and policies around SWM and recycling are ―wrong‖ (i.e. poor policy design be-
cause ill-suited for South African realities), whether the policies are ―good‖ (i.e. appropriate and of 
benefit to those concerned) and proper implementation is the problem, or whether the conflict is in-
dependent of these two variables.  
 
1.3 The politics of naming 
 
Many different terms are used in the literature for people who extract materials from the waste 
stream. According to Melanie Samson, ―[t]he question of terminology is not simply of academic in-
terest since terminology reflects and shapes attitudes and perceptions.‖21 This is especially relevant in 
this case because the stigmatisation of people who engage in informal waste recycling is reflected in 
the various terms used to describe them. Some of these terms, such as ‗scavengers‘ (not to mention 
‗vultures‘ and ‗parasites‘), are seen as derogatory and have been rejected by many who do this work. 
When reviewing the literature it becomes obvious that there is little consistency in the terminology. 
Some authors employ different words to distinguish between people performing different tasks, 
whereas others use words interchangeably. Until recently the word ‗scavenger‘ was the most com-
monly used, but has now widely been replaced by more appropriate terms (see below).
22
  
 
How the people name themselves often derives from the type of material they collect or how they 
describe their activity. Thus, terms employed in the English language include waste picker, rag pick-
er, collector, salvager, recycler, informal sector collection worker, garbage picker, picker, cart push-
er and waste harvester. Other languages like Spanish have similar terms, for example cartonero or 
reciclador; in Portuguese we find catador de materiais recicláveis.
23
 Notably, informal recyclers of-
ten form discrete social groups or belong to minorities, such as the Zabbaleen in Egypt, the Pepena-
                                                 
21 Melanie Samson, ‗Reclaiming Reusable and Recyclable Materials in Africa: A Critical Review of English Language 
Literature‘, WIEGO Urban Policies Research Report, No. 6, 2010, p. 2 
22 Ibid. 
23 Samson, ‗Introduction‘, p. 2 
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dores, Catroneros and Buscabotes in Mexico, the Basuriegos, Cartoneros, Traperos and Chatarreros 
in Colombia, the Chamberos in Ecuador, the Buzos in Costa Rica and the Cirujas in Argentina.
24
 
Samson has made a case for the use of the term reclaimer of re-usable and recyclable material (or 
‗reclaimer‘ in short) as according to her this best describes the intention and activity of these people: 
―it emphasises that through their labour people are reclaiming items cast aside by others, and are also 
revivifying dead commodities and reclaiming the value inherent within them‖.25 
 
In South Africa, people collecting waste use various names to describe their activity, and this also 
reflects the national diversity of cultures and languages. Some of the most common terms they use are 
recycling, collecting, mining, minza (a term used by reclaimers meaning ―trying to survive‖), ukuzi-
zamela (trying for yourself), grab-grab, and work. The most common term used in Cape Town is 
skarreling, an Afrikaans slang word meaning ―always on the look-out for something‖, ―scrounging 
around‖ or ―struggling but doing something about it‖.26 In the end we should respect the choices 
made by people themselves. For this reason I chose not only to use the terms waste pickers / collec-
tors, salvagers, and reclaimers (interchangeably) when writing about this group of people in general. 
I also include the term skarrelaar(s) when referring to the waste pickers at CPL, since this best de-
scribes how the people in this case study see themselves; and it gives some local flavour in an in-
creasingly anglicised and uniform world. 
 
Although there are distinct local patterns that explain why people resort to reclaiming materials (as 
will be demonstrated in the case study below), waste pickers in general come from many different 
backgrounds. For instance, many of the (older male) waste pickers at Coastal Park have a history of 
crime and imprisonment, and have left gang life behind. In other cases, people come from long lines 
of waste pickers; they started to work in this occupation because they knew it was a good way to 
make a living. Others are the first in their families to take this up; they have heard about this income 
opportunity or seen other people returning with recyclables. Overall, many waste pickers have little 
formal education and had few other options of employment. There are exceptions, however, where 
people do have high levels of formal schooling but cannot find employment elsewhere, or where they 
prefer waste picking – if they have a choice – to other forms of making an income. Samson points out 
the specific character of these reclaimers: ―What all of these waste pickers share is a commitment to 
work that they know will support not only themselves and their families but which also makes im-
                                                 
24 David C. Wilson, Costas Velis, and Chris Cheeseman, ‗Role of informal sector recycling in waste management in de-
veloping countries‘, Habitat International, Vol. 30, 2006, pp. 797–808, here: p. 798 
25 Samson, ‗Reclaiming Reusable and Recyclable Materials in Africa‘, p. 4 
26 Koni Benson and Nandi Vanqa-Mgijima, ‗Organizing on the Streets: A Study of Reclaimers in the Streets of Cape 
Town‘, WIEGO Organizing Brief, No. 4, August 2010, p. 1 
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portant social and environmental contributions.‖27 This is a key insight affirmed by my case-study. 
The overwhelming majority of skarrelaars have consciously chosen this work to make a positive life 
choice, rather than resorting to crime, dependency and unemployment. 
 
 
2. South Africa, the Western Cape and Cape Town at a glance 
 
2.1 General information and statistics 
 
During apartheid the population of South Africa was categorised into four distinct ―race‖ groups, and 
today – despite attempts of de-racialisation – it is still common practice in South Africa to label peo-
ple as African, Coloured, Indian/Asian and White. African stands for ―black‖ Africans (Bantu peo-
ple), Coloured for people of ―mixed race‖ (including in part derivation from the Khoi and the San); 
and White for people of European (Caucasian) origin.
28
 Whereas I personally refuse to use these 
terms, I have decided to employ the aforementioned categories in this thesis, because it is still widely 
accepted and used in South African languages, especially in the discourse of administration and sta-
tistics. 
 
According to the mid-year population estimates for 2013 by Statistics South Africa (Stats SA), 79.8% 
of the total population was African, 9% Coloured, 2.5% Indian and 8.7% White.
29
 Coloureds make up 
the majority group in the Western Cape. In Cape Town, they account for almost 47% of the popula-
tion (2009), (Black) Africans for 38%, and Whites for almost 15%.
30
 Thus, the demographics in the 
Western Cape and Cape Town differ significantly from those in the rest of the country. One should 
also consider that Afrikaans is the mother tongue of the majority of the population in the Western 
Cape. 
 
Today Cape Town is one of the most culturally and ethnically diverse cities in the world. However, it 
is also one of the most segregated cities in the country (and probably the world). Although today this 
is based more on class than on race, it is still a prominent feature of the city. Thus, today Cape Town 
                                                 
27 Samson, ‗Introduction: the Politics of Naming‘, p. 4 
28 Deborah Posel, ‗Race as Common Sense: Racial Classification in Twentieth-Century South Africa‘, African Studies 
Review, Vol. 44, No. 2, 2001, pp. 87-113. 
29 Statistics South Africa (StatsSA), Mid-year Population Estimates 2011. Statistical Release P0302 (Pretoria: Statistics 
South Africa, 2011), p. 3 
30 City of Cape Town, ‗Discussion Paper: Demographics Scenario‘, Strategy and Planning Directorate, August 2010, no 
page 
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at the same time offers some of the highest quality and standard of living in the world, as well as 
some of the poorest.
31
 
 
The City of Cape Town (CCT) has a total population of 3,740,025 (2011)
32
 living in 1,068,572 
households, of which 35.7% are living below the poverty line (with a total income of less than R 
3,500 per month). The unemployment rate is 23.8%. The unemployment rate amongst Africans and 
Coloureds is much higher than that of whites and Indians. There are 129,918 informal structures in 
informal settlements, 7.9% of the households have no access to safe drinking water on site, 8.8% 
have no access to adequate sanitation on site, 3.7% have no access to electricity for lighting and 6.7% 
have no access to weekly refuse removal.
33
 For this thesis, the poverty indicators as well as the gen-
eral waste and refuse removal data are particularly interesting. One of the reasons for the growing 
waste problem is the combination of population and economic growth, which has resulted in growing 
consumerism and as a result in a net growth in the waste volume produced by private citizens, tourists 
and visitors, commerce and industry.
34
 Therefore it is crucial that the city increases its efforts to en-
courage waste minimisation and recycling. 
 
Historically, natural resources, such as water, land and energy, have not been given priority in the 
design and management of South African cities (esp. during the apartheid era). An analysis of the 
environmental impact of Cape Town in 2005 showed that although the total municipal area for Cape 
Town is 2,487 km² and its built-up area is just 774 km², its energy usage, building materials inputs, 
waste outputs and food and fresh water requirements translate into an effective impact of some 
128,264 km². This means that the city is impacting an area roughly equivalent in size to the entire 
Western Cape province.
35
  
 
Another problem is that most of South Africa‘s towns and cities are characterised by urban sprawl. 
Low density areas, especially in the suburbs of the large cities (and Cape Town in particular) with the 
                                                 
31 City of Cape Town, Environmental Agenda (Cape Town: City of Cape Town, 2009), p. 1 
URL: http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/EnvironmentalResourceManagement/publications/ Documents/ 
IMEP_Env_Agenda_2009-2014.pdf 
Accessed: 23.04.2013 
32 all data are for 2011 
33 City of Cape Town, ‗Statistics for the City of Cape Town – 2012‘.  
URL: http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/stats/Documents/City_Statistics_2012.pdf 
Accessed: 10.04.2013 
34
 City of Cape Town, City of Cape Town Integrated Waste Management (IWM) Policy, Annexure A (Cape Town: City of 
Cape Town, n. y.), p. 8 
URL: http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/Solidwaste2/Documents/IWM_Policy.pdf 
Accessed: 05.09.2012 
35 Andrew Boraine, Owen Crankshaw, Carien Engelbrecht, Graeme Gotz, Sithole Mbanga, Monty Narsoo and Susan 
Parnell, ‗The State of South African Cities a Decade after Democracy‘, Urban Studies, Vol. 43, No. 2, 2006, pp. 259–284, 
here: p. 278 
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predominant detached single family houses, are thwarting the way to sustainable development. In 
addition, communities are not integrated, and low-income housing  and  informal settlements are gen-
erally  located  on  the  outskirts  of urban  areas,  far  removed  from  job opportunities  and commu-
nity services, something which also goes back to apartheid policies. The situation is exacerbated by 
the general lack of safe and efficient public transport. Overall, the huge disparities between the life-
styles of those living in informal settlements and the high consumption levels of those in the wealthy 
suburbs are characteristic of South African cities. The lack of access to services and employment op-
portunities often compels the poor to turn to practices that are detrimental to both their health and the 
environment.
36
 
 
Map 1: Cape Town Metro Municipality
37
  
 
                                                 
36 Department of Environmental Affairs, National Strategy for Sustainable Development and Action Plan (NSSD 1) 2011–
2014 (Pretoria: DEA, 2011), p. 13 
37 Western Cape Government, ‗City of Cape Town: Overview‘. 
URL: http://www.westerncape.gov.za/eng/your_gov/12107 
Accessed: 04.06.2013 
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2.2 The labour market in South Africa 
 
As was previously stated, poverty caused by underdevelopment is one of the main driving forces that 
induces people to become waste pickers. According to a recent OECD economic survey on South 
Africa, the country‘s employment rate is worryingly low, with just over 40% of the working-age pop-
ulation in employment, while other middle-income economies like Brazil have rates above 65%. Un-
employment in South Africa is largely involuntary and very few of the unemployed receive unem-
ployment insurance benefits.
38
 In general, the labour market in post-apartheid South Africa has been 
characterised by high and rising rates of open unemployment. The official unemployment rate rose 
from 18% in 1995 to 31% in 2002. This was and is largely due to the fact that job creation is lagging 
behind population growth, which means that the growing number of people pushing into the labour 
market cannot be absorbed.
39
 In the third quarter of 2012, the unemployment rate in South Africa 
stood at 25.5%. If the discouraged work seekers are included in the statistics, the unemployment rate 
increases to 33.4%. The formal sector accounted for 70.8% of total employment.
40
 
 
It is characteristic of South Africa that unemployment is largely determined by age and ethnicity. The 
survey found that unemployment is catastrophically high among the youth, with a rate of 51% in the 
fourth quarter. In addition, there are also significant differences between population groups: 28.5% of 
black Africans are unemployed compared to only 5.5% of Whites. This discrepancy can be partly 
explained by such factors as differences in educational attainment and education quality, location and 
household composition, but there is also a residual effect which is often interpreted as continuing 
discrimination in the labour market. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
38 OECD, OECD Economic Surveys: South Africa 2013 (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2013), p. 26 
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eco_surveys-zaf-2013-en 
Accessed: 20.03.2013 
39 Idéle Esterhuizen, ‗Third-quarter unemployment rises to 25.5%‘, Polity.org (01.11.2012). 
URL: http://www.polity.org.za/article/third-quarter-unemployment-rises-to-255-2012-11-01 
Accessed: 01.11.2012 
40 Ibid. 
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3. Problem statement: the sustainability triangle, policies on SWM and 
waste pickers in developing countries  
 
3.1 The emergence of sustainable development as hegemonic concept 
 
At the 1992 Rio Earth Summit the Agenda 21 was agreed upon as a blueprint for sustainable devel-
opment. This document expressed a global consensus and political commitment to integrate environ-
mental concerns into social and economic decision-making processes. South Africa is part of these 
agreements. Apart from a commitment to international treaties and a general realisation that trans-
formation towards SD was necessary for prosperity in the long run, it was the legacy of colonialism 
and especially apartheid that compelled South Africa to embrace the new paradigm. Economic devel-
opment under apartheid was based on an unsustainable dependence on extractive activities, with 
cheap electricity obtained from dirty power like coal and oil. This path of unsustainable development 
caused great inequalities, environmental havoc and misdirected planning, all of which needed to be 
corrected.
41
 
 
The shift towards SD was manifested in the new Constitution of 1996, in particular in Section 24 on 
the right to an intact environment. The section compels the citizens and the state to pursue their goals 
within the framework of ―ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources while 
promoting justifiable economic and social development.‖42 The paradigm shift established by the new 
Constitution initiated a number of policies and procedures to reverse the formal legal right to system-
atically exploit the nation‘s natural resources for the benefit of a minority.43 Some of these policies, in 
particular those which refer to waste, will be dealt with in Chapter III. The National Framework for 
Sustainable Development in South Africa (NFSD), which acknowledges that there is a crucial link 
between human rights, sustainability and democracy, exemplifies the policy shift after the end of 
apartheid: 
To achieve this vision of a nation where all people have sufficient food, clean air and water, 
decent homes and safe neighbourhoods; where there is sufficient work for everybody; and 
where people can live in harmony with one another and their environment, South Africans 
must take collective responsibility for sustainable and shared resource use. We need to recog-
nise and understand that democracy, prosperity and resource sustainability are inextricably 
linked. […] The focus must be on meeting fundamental human needs in a manner that uses 
                                                 
41 Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, People - Planet - Prosperity: A National Framework for Sustaina-
ble Development in South Africa (Pretoria: DEAT, 2008), p. 12 
URL: http://www.info.gov.za/view/DownloadFileAction?id=175921 
Accessed: 10.05.2013 
42 Ibid., p. 19 
43 Ibid., p. 12 
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our limited resources more efficiently and ensures growth and development are shared equita-
bly.
44
 
 
This passage from the NFSD illustrates that SD goes beyond environmental issues but must also in-
clude sustainable livelihoods and more equality, because otherwise human rights are undermined, and 
this has implications for the legitimacy of the democratic order. The issue of whether South Africa 
can live up to this commitment serves as the framework for this dissertation. One important aspect of 
sustainability is how we manage our (solid) waste and recycling. In developing countries like South 
Africa, waste is a good example of how environmental issues are linked to economic and livelihood 
sustainability. 
 
Figure 1: Munasinghe’s Original Sustainability Triangle45 
 
 
The all-embracing nature of the concept of sustainable development as outlined in the NFSD is based 
on the definition of SD by the UN. The triangle depicted in figure 1 illustrates how SD attempts to 
balance the three sustainability components, the economy, society and the environment, and how the-
se broad categories encompass such issues as water quality, poverty, job creation and resource con-
servation. Within the SD triangle, some issues overlap holistically, while others are at odds with each 
                                                 
44 DEAT, National Framework for Sustainable Development in South Africa, p. 19 
45 Shani Kruljac, ‗Public-Private Partnerships in Solid Waste Management: Sustainable Development Strategies for Bra-
zil‘, Bulletin of Latin American Research, Vol. 31, No. 2, 2012, pp. 222-236, here: p. 223 
 
 
 
 
25 
 
other and are difficult to reconcile.
46
 In policymaking economic considerations are often considered 
to be more important than the environmental component or the social component. Thus compromises 
have to be made to find some balance between the different objectives. In South Africa this is very 
challenging, since strong economic growth is necessary to lower the high unemployment rate, exac-
erbated by a growing population. On the other hand, the apartheid legacies of an unsustainable econ-
omy and the sidelining of environmental protection have to be overcome. This has to be linked with 
creating more equality for the previous disadvantaged population groups. Thus, in South Africa much 
of SD is about achieving environmental and social justice. 
 
3.2 The prosperity of cities and sustainable development 
 
As the economic hubs of the world and as the places where the majority of people live, cities are very 
resource hungry. Enormous quantities of environmental goods and services such as food, water, ener-
gy, forestry, building materials, and ‗green‘ or open spaces are consumed by urban areas, often be-
yond their boundaries. As a consequence, the assimilative capacity of the environment around urban 
areas is impaired. Thus, SD is the key to avoid irreversible degradation which would hinder the de-
velopment of cities. The most recent UN-HABITAT publication on the state of the world‘s cities 
points out that ―[t]he prosperity and environmental sustainability of cities are inextricably linked.‖47 
 
But environmental sustainability is only one aspect of what needs to be done in order to have flour-
ishing cities. Economic and social balances are equally important. The UN maintains that a city can 
only be regarded as prosperous if poverty and inequality are minimal: ―No city can claim to be pros-
perous when large segments of the population live in abject poverty and deprivation.
48
 For cities in 
the developing world this means that the prevalence of slums and new forms of poverty must be re-
duced. The only way to achieve this is if cities are (or become) more equitable and socially inclusive. 
This is not possible without the protection of vulnerable groups and the civic participation of all in the 
social, political and cultural spheres. However, policies of inclusion and (re)distribution must be de-
signed in such a way that their implementation does not destroy or degrade the environment, but in-
stead is guided by the principle of sustainable urbanisation.
49
 
 
The key to sustainable urbanism is the preservation of the natural assets of a city, for example sur-
rounding wetlands and agriculture. Mike Davis in this context calls for ―an alliance with Nature‖ in 
                                                 
46 Ibid. 
47 UN-HABITAT, State of the World’s Cities 2012/2013: Prosperity of Cities (Nairobi: UN-HABITAT, 2012), p. 78 
48Ibid., p. 13 
49 Ibid., p. 14 
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which cities recycle their waste products into usable input for farming, gardening, and energy produc-
tion. Most Third World cities – with few exceptions – are unable (or unwilling) to live up to this chal-
lenge. They are undermining their vital environmental support systems by systematically polluting, 
urbanising, and destroying them. For instance, urban open spaces are not infrequently buried under 
uncollected waste, creating health and safety hazards.
50
 
 
The UN-HABITAT report makes it clear ―that prosperous cities can operate efficiently and produc-
tively without damaging the environment.‖ But it warns that this can only be achieved ―when envi-
ronmental and social objectives are fully integrated in a city‘s overall economic goals to help bring 
about environmental sustainability.‖51 And since cities are the cause of environmental problems with-
in and beyond their jurisdictions, it is argued that they are also best-placed to provide most of the so-
lutions. Thus, policies of environmentally sustainable cities need to balance economic growth and 
protection of the environment: ―Environmentally sustainable cities are likely to be more productive, 
competitive, innovative, and prosperous enough to provide better preservation for the environment 
and enhance quality of life and well-being for all the population.‖52 
 
African cities – like cities elsewhere – are faced by numerous challenges. But despite the fact that 
environmental problems are a threat to further development, they are often not very high up on the 
agenda. For instance, traffic congestion not only burdens the local economy with enormous costs, but 
results in air pollution, a major environmental problem. Despite the fact that economic development 
and related urban activities have detrimental effects on the natural environment, sustainability is 
largely overlooked by policy-makers in some African cities. Exemplary for the neglect of environ-
mental concerns is the finding of the State of the World’s Cities report that of the fourteen African 
cities covered in the report, only four – Johannesburg, Beira, Alexandria, and Gaborone – have 
acknowledged that economic development and related activities have negative effects on the envi-
ronment. The reason for their awareness is that they are among those pursuing environmental sustain-
ability as a matter of policy.
53
  
 
In 2010 the CCT‘s Executive Mayor stated that Cape Town aims to be a low-carbon city ―always 
acting for the common good, with social justice as […] guiding principle.‖54 It is in this light that the 
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CCT‘s policies and actions have to be viewed when it comes to the strategies the city has employed 
to achieve SD. 
 
3.3 Solid waste management and recycling in developing countries 
 
In the discussions around sustainable development, one important issue that is often overlooked is 
that of municipal solid waste management (SWM). However, in SWM all the components and goals 
of SD are affected: the management of SWM (or its absence) can have significant positive or nega-
tive consequences for the health of the environment and of the people, the economy and society. 
Kruljac argues that ―[t]he applicability of solid waste management to all three points of the sustaina-
bility triangle thus provides an interesting case study of how well the model works in achieving sus-
tainable development goals within urban planning.‖55 Thus, the first point to note is that SWM is a 
crucial element of SD because proper waste management practices contribute to sustainability.  
 
Waste management is defined as ―the collection, transport, processing, recycling or disposal of waste 
materials produced by human activity.‖56 From being discarded into bins to being recycled or ending 
up on a landfill, waste goes through several stages in the management process. In South Africa there 
are so-called ‗waste transfer stations‘ and ‗material recovery facilities‘ (MRFs). The former is a point 
at which waste is transferred from the garbage truck, compacted and sent to a landfill. At a MRF the 
waste is first diverted onto a conveyer belt, where recyclables are picked out of the general waste 
stream, and then packed into bundles in order to be sold to the recycling market. The remaining waste 
(including contaminated recyclables), is compacted at the transfer station and sent to a landfill. In 
Cape Town, for example at the Athlone transfer station, both operations are combined.
57
 
 
Despite the fact that ―waste‖ and ―recycling‖ are terms used in everyday language and although their 
meaning may seem to be obvious, it is nonetheless important to define their meaning, especially with 
regard to their use in the policy domain. In the Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary 
Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal, an international environmental treaty which by 
2013 had been signed and ratified by 178 countries, waste is defined as follows: ―Wastes are sub-
stances or objects which are disposed or are intended to be disposed or are required to be disposed of 
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by the provisions of national laws.‖58 The Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism of 
South Africa (DEAT) has defined waste as ―anything that is no longer useful and needs to be dis-
posed of. In the waste management process, waste is considered to be any material that has been dis-
carded and, as such, needs to be disposed of in an environmentally acceptable manner.‖59 The South 
African National Environmental Management Waste Act of 2008 (NEMWA) takes a slightly differ-
ent angle in its definition: waste is ―any substance, whether or not that substance can be reduced, re-
used, recycled and recovered‖.60 NEMWA follows the international standard of distinguishing be-
tween general and hazardous waste, where general waste ―means waste that does not pose an imme-
diate hazard or threat to health or the environment‖, and hazardous waste ―means any waste that may 
[…] have a detrimental impact on health and the environment.‖ 61  
 
NEMWA is not only quite specific on waste, but also distinguishes between and defines ‗recycling‘ 
and ‗re-use‘: Recycling ―means a process where waste is reclaimed for further use, which process 
involves the  separation of waste from a waste stream for further use and the processing of that sepa-
rated material as a product or raw material; re-use means to utilise articles from the waste stream 
again for a similar or different purpose without changing the form or properties of the articles‖.62 
From these definitions follows that recycling means to create a new product from discarded materials 
(e.g. smelting down scrap metal from cans to make new ones), whereas re-use means leaving the 
product largely unchanged and giving it a different purpose (e.g. using yoghurt pots as flowerpots).  
 
Materials that can be recycled and that are the popular amongst informal collectors are glass, paper, 
cardboard, plastics, metal, tyres, and goods such as fridges and microwaves. The steps involved in 
recycling are collection, separation, sorting and cleaning. Since the biodegradable waste is not sepa-
rated at the household level in South Africa (with a few exceptions), it eventually gets mixed up with 
all the other dry waste that ends up in the general waste stream. This makes collection of materials 
not only an unpleasant, but also an unhealthy process for the informal waste pickers. It also reduces 
the value of the recyclables, which in turn means that the waste collectors will be paid less money 
than scrap dealers, buy-back centres or recycling companies.
63
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Martin Medina argues in The World’s Scavengers that reclaimers (he calls them ―scavengers‖) act as 
mediators between cities and their environments by recovering items for the purpose of reuse or recy-
cling. Through these activities, waste pickers not only help to reduce the amount of waste that needs 
to be disposed of, thus prolonging the lifespan of landfills, but also bring environmental benefits. This 
is because products do not have to be manufactured from virgin resources, and water and energy use 
as well as pollution are reduced. The benefits are obvious: ―[…] scavenging improves efficiency in a 
society‘s use of natural resources, a necessary step toward minimizing the impact of human society 
on the environment and toward sustainable development.‖64 
 
The UN estimates that about two-fifths of the economically active population in the developing world 
are informal workers.
65
 It is estimated that about one billion people are counted among the informal 
working class globally, prompting Mike Davis to call it ―the fastest-growing, and most unprecedent-
ed, social class on earth.‖66 Moreover, formal job creation has practically ceased to exist in most sub-
Saharan cities. The UN therefore predicts that informal employment will somehow have to absorb 
90% of urban Africa‘s new workers over the next decade.67 The importance of waste pickers for 
SWM in developing countries was highlighted by a 2010 UN Habitat publication, in which it was 
estimated that waste pickers perform between 50% and 100% of all ongoing waste collection in most 
cities in these countries. What makes this even more valuable is that they provide a free service to the 
cities and they also contribute to improved public health and sanitation.
68
 
 
In many African cities the sight of people rummaging through rubbish bins is ever-present. For peo-
ple living in South Africa, the ―trolley army‖ is a common sight. Every day, but in particular on the 
days of refuse collection, people roam the streets and rifle through bins. They look for recyclables, 
food or anything of use or value, and often put their collected things into supermarket trolleys. Some 
do this on a regular basis (for a living), while others are opportunists and might just look through a 
bin on the way home or to on their way to work. Some middle-class people consider these ―scaven-
gers‖ a nuisance, and even chase them away. Others will put recyclables in a separate bag and put it 
on top of the bin, in order to make life easier for the collectors (so that they do not have to rummage 
through the often stinking waste). A number of studies have been conducted on these street waste 
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pickers, for example, by McLean in Durban
69
, Langenhoven and Dyssel
 for Michell‘s Plain in Cape 
Town
70
, or by Schenck and Blaauw
 
in Pretoria
71
. According to Schenck and Blaauw, the focus of the 
existing literature is on the socioeconomic circumstances of the waste pickers, ―within the bigger con-
text of an ongoing debate about the relationship between informal waste pickers and formal waste 
management systems and the lack of policy and interest from the formal waste system to accommo-
date the waste pickers.‖72 
 
While these street waste pickers and the scrap metal collectors with their horse-drawn carts are a fa-
miliar sight in this country, far less attention is paid to the waste pickers on landfills. This is because 
most people rarely go onto a landfill unless they have to dump something – like building rubble that – 
they cannot put in their bins. The point here is that street waste pickers are far more in the public eye 
than dumpsite waste pickers. However, according to Schenck and Blaauw, current research in South 
Africa focuses mainly on people who reclaim materials from dumpsites.
73
 In an assessment of the 
(English) literature on the subject, Samson found 19 studies of waste pickers in South Africa.
74
 De-
spite this quite large number of studies, the data samples have generally been rather small, sometimes 
with only one or two dozen reclaimers being interviewed. There is thus still a lack of adequate data, 
especially if systematic capturing and assessment is the aim.
75
 For instance, there is only one study so 
far which has analysed the implications of waste management policies for landfill salvagers in the 
Western Cape and that included an assessment of three landfill sites in the Western Cape.
76
  
 
3.4 Neoliberalism and sustainable development 
 
In the debates around neoliberalism and sustainable development the mainstream view is that the two 
ideologies are irreconcilable as the one aims at economic growth whereas the other aims at conserv-
ing resources while at the same time bringing ―development‖ to the poor. A number of authors have 
stressed that the implementation of SD in developing countries has come under challenge because of 
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the emergence of neoliberal regimes and policies, and call for a new approach that will reconcile the 
two concepts in way that ensures the survival and (better) implementation of SD.
77
  
 
Other authors have argued that SD fits into the neoliberal logic because it attempts to reconcile eco-
nomic growth with environmental (and social) sustainability, by subjecting the latter two to the logic 
of efficiency and its focus on technological solutions, and helps to reshape the world through mecha-
nisms disguised as SD (such as interventions in national policies).
78
 In the field of environmental pol-
itics the emphasis is often on the implementation (enforcement) of new technologies and the corre-
sponding political and legal frameworks.
79
 Thus SD must go beyond mere technological solutions 
created to fix environmental problems: profound changes in the economic, political and social 
spheres are necessary to achieve ‗real‘ and egalitarian SD, and in effect sustainable livelihoods for all. 
A holistic rather than a partial, implementation of the pillars (economic, ecological, social) of SD is 
required. 
 
This feeds into another problem for the skarrelaars: the CCT has aspirations to be a ―world city‖, 
which aims at attracting foreign investment and tourists. Neoliberal tools of governance are employed 
to condition the city for this challenge. This also explains an apparent contradiction: a neoliberal 
agenda would actually mean fewer restrictions. But in the case of the CCT the officials (unconscious-
ly) still cling to an apartheid-style approach in which poor black people must be controlled – in this 
case so as not to jeopardise the world-city aspirations. As will be explained in more detail in the next 
chapter, in order to be recognised as a world city, a city needs not only a beautiful (built) environ-
ment, but it must also to be made ―attractive‖ in terms of governance. From this point of view, poten-
tially unruly skarrelaars are a disturbing factor that must be controlled or eliminated. This of course 
contradicts the social – that is the equality – component of SD, and this situation is exacerbated by the 
attempts to further privatise recycling.  
 
The neoliberal agendas of cities like Cape Town have led some observers to believe that the urban 
poor frequently find themselves ―under armed assault from the state.‖80 And those who thought re-
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movals were a thing of the past, have been proved wrong in recent years as South Africa‘s cities have 
intensified their efforts to drive out the poor from the city centres to sell themselves to foreign inves-
tors. The scale of confrontation is escalating, with 10,000 protests officially registered in South Africa 
in 2007 alone.
81
 In the Western Cape there were 179 violent protests in 2012, especially by farm 
workers.
82
 The recent violent unrest on the part of mine and farm workers is yet another expression of 
the fact that the poor are fed up with their exploitation and marginalisation. The violence and conflict 
surrounding skarreling at the CPL site can in a way be seen as a facet of the increasing violence in the 
interactions between the state and its poorer citizens. 
 
 
4. Research objectives and questions 
 
The thesis will focus on the core themes of the informal economy and informal politics in combina-
tion with a case study of the Coastal Park landfill site. Written from a political studies angle, it will 
essentially be a policy critique based on systematically collected evidence relating to economic, envi-
ronmental and livelihood issues. Policy reveals the path along which the government is thinking, and 
reflects its priorities. Therefore a policy critique aims at analysing whether government (national and 
local) ‗has got its priorities right‘. In addition, the research attempts an initial quantification of the 
extent and nature of skarreling on the Coastal Park landfill, one of only three operating dumpsites in 
Cape Town. The aim on the one hand is to estimate the contribution of the skarrelaars to waste reduc-
tion (and therefore to sustainability) in the City, especially since the waste they collect is not buried 
on the landfill, and this therefore prolongs its operational life span. The other aim is to assess the role 
of the skarrelaars as an economic factor in the township: The other aim is to assess the role of the 
skarrelaars as an economic factor in the township: how important are the incomes generated from 
skarreling for their individual livelihoods and for the community as a whole? 
 
In the two decades since the transition to democracy, South Africa and the City of Cape Town (CCT) 
have formulated a number of framework and subordinate policies which express their commitment to 
sustainable development. SD aims to achieve a balance between its three components, namely eco-
nomic, environmental and social sustainability. Thus, SD is not only about creating a more efficient 
and stable economy while reducing pollution and handling natural resources more thoughtfully than 
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at present; it is also about creating greater social equity by reducing poverty and empowering the 
poor.  
 
This study will be guided by the assumption that waste pickers in developing countries play an im-
portant part in recycling efforts, and that recycling in turn is an integral component of SD, which is 
the guiding principle of South African policy-making. In an ideal scenario – as implicitly promised 
by the SD policies – the management of solid waste would pursue the economic and environmental 
goals of SD by promoting recycling and would be aligned with the goal of creating sustainable liveli-
hoods. Therefore, incorporating the waste pickers (in this specific case the skarrelaars) into the recy-
cling hierarchy as part of sustainable SWM, would lead to a win-win situation, in that it would pro-
vide a livelihood for people from impoverished areas with few job opportunities; it would also have 
positive effects for  the economy and environment because greater volumes of materials would be 
recycled, thereby reducing energy consumption and pollution; and the municipality and the citizens 
would also benefit from lower rates of crime and conflict. 
 
However, the reality in the CCT is somewhat different. Landfill skarreling in the CCT, and particular-
ly at CPL, is accompanied by conflict and the criminalisation of the skarrelaars. The CCT decided to 
phase out landfill salvaging in 2008, and has subsequently put a lot of effort into keeping skarrelaars 
away from its landfills. The implications of this decision – job losses for poor people and a potential 
increase in crime – have not been thought through. There is thus a dysfunctional triangular relation-
ship around waste recycling in the CCT, leading to tensions between (1) the City‘s official commit-
ment to SD, which would require creating a balance between economic, environmental and social 
sustainability; (2) its approach towards recycling (as part of solid waste management) in policy and 
practice; and (3) the livelihoods of the poor in adjacent townships. In the CCT the goals of SD are 
undermined by the City‘s recycling strategies, with adverse effects for the livelihoods of the people 
who live off skarreling.  
 
Following this assumption, the aims of this study are to analyse whether South Africa and the CCT 
pursue strategies (in policy and practice) that are in line with their commitment to SD, and to identify 
the reasons for the conflict between the skarrelaars and authorities at the CPL site. In addition, it aims 
at uncovering the deeper causes of this conflict-laden relationship: whether the dysfunction is rooted 
in poor policy design, poor policy implementation and/or other factors. The study is therefore guided 
by the following set of questions:  
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1. What are South Africa‘s and the CCT‘s policies on sustainable development? 
2. What are the policies on the macro- and micro-levels around solid waste management and re-
cycling? 
3. How are these policies implemented in practice, as illustrated at the CPL landfill site? 
4. What is the extent and nature of skarreling on the selected landfill site?  
a. Who is involved in the informal and formal process of these activities (and why)? Are 
there criminal elements involved? 
b. What led each person to become a waste picker? What are some key commonalities (and 
differences) in their personal stories? 
c. More specifically, how many people skarrel on the site? How many days a week do they 
collect and under what conditions?  
d. What materials do they collect and how much is recycled back into the formal economy? 
What is the value of the recycled goods? 
e. How much money do they make from skarreling on a daily/weekly/monthly basis and 
what does this contribute to the local economy? 
5. What are the politics of skarreling? 
a. How are the activities of the skarrelers viewed by their community and the City? 
b. What is the practical response of the state to skarreling on the site?  
c. How do the skarrelaars understand their relationship with authority?  
d. How do they engage the state? Are they organised in any way? 
e. Would incorporation of the skarrelaars in the recycling process improve the situation? 
Would formalising lead to fewer or more jobs? 
 
 
5. Research design and methodology 
 
5.1 Research Methodology: Qualitative study with quantitative elements 
 
This research project was designed as a qualitative ethnographic field study that aimed to generate an 
in-depth understanding of a larger social dynamic through a case-study approach in one site. The re-
searcher decided to characterise this project in terms of methodology as a ―qualitative study with 
quantitative elements‖, since it is primarily a qualitative study that incorporates quantitative data to 
obtain a fuller picture of the situation. In the modern literature on social science research this is often 
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called a ―mixed-methods approach‖.83 In order to get a holistic picture when studying social phenom-
ena (as is the case in this study), it is important to examine them from different perspectives. It might 
therefore be necessary to gather a range of different types of data using different methods.
84
 In the 
case of this study the need for different methods stems from the research questions, which seek to 
explore not only the nature, but also the extent of skarreling at the study site. 
 
The ethnographic approach to qualitative research has its roots in the field of anthropology. In princi-
ple, an ethnographic study is a ―descriptive study of a particular human society‖ and is entirely or to 
large parts based on fieldwork.
85
 Accordingly, Fetterman defines ethnography as ―the art and science 
of describing a group or culture‖, which ―[…] may be of a small tribal group in an exotic land or a 
classroom in middle-class suburbia.‖86 The focus of ethnographic studies are the patterns of human 
thought and behaviour through an analysis of the routine, i.e. the daily lives of people.
87
 In the case of 
this dissertation, the waste pickers of the Coastal Park landfill constitute the group that was investi-
gated in order to explore their daily struggle to eke out a living under adverse circumstances. 
 
Ethnography as a social science research method typically employs three kinds of data collection: 
interviews, observation, and documents. This in turn yields three kinds of data: quotations, descrip-
tions, and excerpts of documents. This data is then presented as an interwoven ―story‖ called narra-
tive description. In order to tell a comprehensible story, the narrative often includes charts, diagrams 
and pictures. With the findings and analysis of an ethnographic study the researcher can (amongst 
other things) help inform policy decisions.
88
 Following from this, it seemed the best choice to design 
the project at hand – which is laid out as a policy critique – as an ethnographic study presented  as a 
narrative description. 
 
According to Miles and Huberman, qualitative data are ―a source of well-grounded rich descriptions 
and explanations of processes in identifiable local contexts. With qualitative data, one can preserve 
chronological flow, see precisely which events led to which consequences and derive fruitful expla-
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nations.‖89 Moreover, ―qualitative data are more likely to lead to serendipitous findings and to new 
integrations; they help researchers to get beyond initial conceptions and to generate and revise con-
ceptual frameworks; [and] the findings from qualitative studies have a quality of ‗undeniability‘. 
Words especially organized into incidents or stories have a concrete, vivid, meaningful flavour that 
often proves more convincing to a reader – another researcher, a policymaker, a practitioner – than 
pages and summarised numbers‖.90  In turn, the use of a case-study is instructive in facilitating the 
kind of in-depth investigation required for the more extensive meaning of a particular dynamic to be 
illustrated. 
 
In addition to the qualitative analysis of the social dynamics involved, one of the main objectives of 
this study was to obtain numbers to enable an understanding of the extent of waste salvaging on the 
particular landfill. Therefore a substantial amount of quantitative data was collected, primarily 
through observation and based on questionnaires around a few key questions. Statistical methods 
were used to help with organising and understanding the collected data.
91
 These data allowed for ex-
trapolation in order to estimate the scale of this activity on the CPL site over monthly and yearly time 
periods, and its economic impact on the community as a whole.  
 
5.2 Case study approach 
 
When it came to research design, the researcher had several options for investigating the chosen prob-
lem. There are four major types of research design, namely experimental, cross-sectional, longitudi-
nal and case studies.
92
 In a case study approach, one can choose ―either a single case or a small num-
ber of cases but each case is explored in detail and great depth.‖93 
 
According to Yin, ―case studies are the preferred strategy when ‗how‘ and ‗why‘ questions are being 
posed […] and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context.‖94 
Case studies can be either explanatory, exploratory or descriptive – or be a mix of these types. When 
choosing the right research strategy it is therefore important to determine what the main type of ques-
tion is that will be asked: ―what‖ questions would favour surveys or the analysis or archival records, 
whereas ―‗[h]ow‘ and ‗why‘ questions are likely to favour the use of case studies, experiments, or 
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histories.‖95 Since this research essentially attempts to investigate why there is conflict around waste 
picking in South Africa, and in particular on the CPL landfill, choosing an exploratory single case 
study approach seemed the first and best option. 
 
Furthermore, case studies are well suited to ethnographic field studies, as they offer a number of ad-
vantages. For instance, case studies allow for the collection of detailed information on a specific issue 
that can provide in-depth insights that can help in the understanding of the causes of certain phenom-
ena. 
 
5.3 Research methods and instruments 
 
Apart from drawing on the literature on waste pickers in developing countries and on the main con-
cepts employed – sustainable development, informality, neoliberalism – policy documents on all lev-
els (international, national, regional and local) related to these concepts and SWM in general were 
analysed. These underpinned and contrasted with the primary data obtained in the field.  
 
Research is about gathering and/or interpreting data. In this process, ―data are facts expressed in the 
language of measurement.‖96 When researchers collect their own data in the process of fieldwork, 
they obtain primary data. However, most of the time researchers have to rely on data collected by 
others, which is secondary data. Since this dissertation is designed as an ethnographic study, much 
primary data was gathered and compared to secondary data, as well as to policy documents and the 
relevant literature. 
In the case of primary data, there are different techniques of data collection. First of all, there is the 
technique of observation, which can further be divided into three forms: simple observation, or as it is 
also called non-participant observation, refers to the recording of events as observed by an outsider. 
One weakness of this method is that people who feel observed might change their behaviour. One 
way to avoid this indirect interference with the observed person is to resort to participant observa-
tion. This means that the researchers themselves become members of the community or group under 
investigation, but there is the danger that they might lose objectivity. Therefore, modified participant 
observation is often preferred, where the researcher only attends major events.
97
 
 
                                                 
95 Ibid., p. 7 
96 Claire Bless, Craig Higson-Smith, and Ashraf Kagee, Fundamentals of Social Research Methods: An African Perspec-
tive, fourth edition (Cape Town: Juta, 2006), p. 111 
97 Ibid., p. 114f. 
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In the case of this research, non-participant observation was chosen. There was no real danger of the 
waste pickers changing their behaviour through being observed, because they needed to go about 
their business as usual in order to earn an income, and the presence of the researcher did not change 
their situation. Furthermore, there was no need to resort to participant observation, because the re-
searcher had access to the studied group by just being an observer (without having to infiltrate it).
98
 
Besides, it would have been difficult for a white European to infiltrate the African skarrelaars without 
standing out. However, spending time walking in the streets of these communities from morning to 
afternoon or evening every day for two weeks meant that many locals became familiar with the sight 
of the researcher interviewing community members. 
 
Thus, a substantial part of the two weeks in the townships was spent on observing, for instance on 
waiting on the pathways leading to the landfill and counting the people going up, or walking through 
the streets, talking to members of the community and visiting their homes (houses, shacks and dens). 
This helped the researcher to gain a better understanding of the situation in the township and the per-
sonal living conditions of the residents, which in turn meant that the research could be put in context. 
The observations were captured in a fieldwork diary and on photographs. 
 
Apart from observation, one can also collect data through interviews and questionnaires, where in-
formation given directly by a person is transformed into data (as opposed to data gathered from ob-
serving). Interviews are used to obtain qualitative data, and questionnaires are the instrument used to 
obtain quantitative data. There are different ways of conducting interviews. The researcher can ask 
people to express their views in non-scheduled interviews, where the respondents can comment on 
broadly defined issues. If the researcher wants more specific and detailed information, it is advisable 
to set up a non-scheduled structured interview. Structure here refers to a list of issues for investiga-
tion that is prepared before the interview and that includes precise questions and alternative questions 
or sub-questions, depending on the response to the main questions. Thirdly, the researcher can con-
duct a scheduled structured interview, which is the most structured interview form. Here the aim is to 
minimise the influence of the interviewer by using an established set of questions in exactly the same 
order, thereby limiting the possible range of the answers.
99
 These three interview forms are also re-
ferred to as unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews and standardised structured inter-
views.
 100
 
 
                                                 
98 Matthews and Ross, Research Methods, p. 257 
99 Bless et al., Fundamentals of Social Research Methods, p. 116f. 
100 Matthews and Ross, Research Methods, p. 221 
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To analyse the underlying factors and understand the dynamics of informal waste recycling, it was 
crucial to obtain qualitative data. These were mainly acquired through in-depth interviews and focus 
group interviews which were conducted by the researcher in English: ―Interviews are one of the main 
data collection methods used by social researchers, providing the opportunity for direct interaction 
between the researcher and the research participants.‖101 
 
For the quantitative part of the study the researcher designed a short questionnaire with eight ques-
tions (see appendix B), although two questions were added to also yield more qualitative data. The 
questionnaire was designed to be very brief in order not to take too much time away from the 
skarrelaars in case they wanted to go up onto the landfill again, and so as not to not to disturb (slow 
down) the business at the scrap dealers too much. The skarrelaars did not have to be asked all the 
questions, because some answers could be obtained by observation alone (such as determining the 
skarrelaars‘ gender and ethnicity). Therefore this set of questions has been designated the ―observa-
tion questionnaire‖.  
 
For the in-depth interviews with the skarrelaars the researcher designed a standardised structured in-
terview schedule (see appendix C). The original idea was to use a three-page group-administered 
questionnaire, but when the first participants preferred to be interviewed (rather than also having to 
fill in a questionnaire), the researcher changed the approach and conducted individual standardised 
structured interviews instead. These followed a common set of questions and asked the questions in 
exactly the same way for each interview.
102
 It appeared that the skarrelaars lacked the confidence to 
fill in a questionnaire, and some stated that they had forgotten most of their reading and writing skills 
as they had not used them in a long time. The structured interview schedule was designed as sets of 
questions in five categories based on the questionnaire, which also included open-ended questions 
and left scope for conversation. The researcher then filled in the answers on the interview schedule. 
 
5.4 Data collection 
 
The data was collected by conducting formal and informal interviews with some of the skarrelaars, 
scrap dealers and local residents in the communities surrounding the landfill site, as well as with rep-
resentatives of the city and provincial governments. This was complemented by informal chats and 
non-participant observation. One of the aims was to measure the scale of the recycling carried out by 
the skarrelaars, especially in terms of the amount and value of the extracted recyclables, and to de-
                                                 
101 Ibid., p. 219 
102 Ibid., p. 221 
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termine how many people/families are sustained by this. This went hand in hand with questions about 
the dynamics of the process and who is involved in these activities. 
 
In total 200 skarrelaars were surveyed, of whom 14 participated in the in-depth interviews (scheduled 
structured interviews) and 186 in the short interviews. It is worth noting that 22 of the 186 were inter-
viewed before they went on the landfill and the remaining 164 after they had returned with collected 
materials. The short interviews were for the most part conducted in three locations. Although the time 
and place of the surveys varied slightly, a number of skarrelaars were interviewed twice. About one-
quarter to one-third of these participants were interviewed twice, and this was partly intentional. Alt-
hough it means that the data are slightly less representative (in terms of the qualitative results) than if 
all participants had just been interviewed once, the researcher anticipated this possible double-
interviewing, and used it to the advantage of the project. The benefit is that this approach might pro-
duce more accurate averages for the quantitative part of the study. A ―bad day‖ where only a few re-
cyclables were found and collected might be evened out by ―good day‖ where many kilos of scrap 
were brought to the dealer. Moreover, by conducting the short interviews at the two main scrap deal-
ers, it was possible to find participants for the in-depth interviews and to establish some trust. Thus, 
some skarrelaars were interviewed for both the short and the in-depth interviews. None of the 
skarrelaars was, however, interviewed twice for the in-depth interview. In addition to these structured 
interviews, 14 more skarrelaars provided the researcher with insights and information in informal 
interviews and chats, as did three local residents. The researcher also conducted semi-structured and 
unstructured interviews with nine scrap dealers and some of their employees in Hillview and 
Vrygrond/Capricorn, some of whom had themselves been skarrelaars. 
 
For conducting the interviews with the respondents in the townships, the researcher was assisted by 
an interpreter – who also served as contact person and guide – to translate parts of some interviews 
into Afrikaans and to explain the project to the participants. The interpreter – Rodney Asia, who is a 
local resident and son of a well-known Rastafarian – was crucial to the success of the research. 
 
Generally the researcher has felt quite safe during the fieldwork in the townships.  On the one hand 
this may be attributed to the fact that the researcher is a white European (of whom the inhabitants 
have generally a positive image, as there are some NGOs with European volunteers in the area). 
However, I believe that having Rodney as guide who was with me all the time was of even greater 
importance – it opened many doors and guaranteed safe passage. His father, a Rastafarian, is a well-
known and well-respected member of the community. Through having grown up in the community, 
Rodney also knows many people who went to school with him or with whom he had played soccer in 
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his youth. For example, on two occasions we were stopped by a group of young men in the street, 
who asked what we were doing. Rodney explained the reason for my presence, and they gave their 
approval (―That’s kwaai, man‖). He explained to me that these were gangsters, but that he had known 
some of them for many years.  My presence in the area as a researcher meant that the gangsters had 
nothing to fear from me, and Rodney‘s rootedness in the community, as well as his communicative 
talent, ensured ―free passage‖ and opened many doors. 
 
The researcher decided against using a dictaphone for the field work for a number of reasons. First of 
all, the external circumstances would have made obtaining a decent quality recording difficult. Many 
interviews were conducted in the street, where there was constant noise, with interruptions from by-
standers, and where the wind often made it difficult just to hear the voice of the interviewee. Second-
ly, the researcher wanted to build up some degree of trust and would rather not appear as an investi-
gative journalist. Naturally, the skarrelaars, and especially the scrap yard owners, are suspicious when 
asked about earnings and turnovers. And thirdly, interviewees might be more ―relaxed‖ and more 
willing to speak openly if there was no recording. The researcher felt that making notes in a small 
fieldwork diary was the best solution given the circumstances. 
 
Finally, because of language issues (the limited English capability of the skarrelaars, the researcher‘s 
very limited knowledge of Afrikaans, the local dialect and unclear pronunciation), often several en-
quiries were necessary in order to understand correctly what the interviewee wanted to convey. The 
researcher then only wrote down the agreed meaning. This would have been more difficult with oral 
recordings.  
 
In terms of contact with officials and policy-makers, one representative of the CCT and two employ-
ees of the CPL site, as well as five representatives of the Western Cape Provincial government, were 
interviewed in two separate semi-structured focus group interviews (see appendices D and E). The 
latter interview was recorded with a dictaphone, which served as a backup to the notes taken. 
 
5.5 Participant profiles and sampling 
 
In some studies
103
 waste pickers have been interviewed in focus groups in buildings or in rooms pro-
vided by officials; for example the landfill manager might offer a staffroom in the administration 
building on the landfill. I decided against this practice, for two main reasons: first of all, I saw a 
                                                 
103 see eg. Chvatal, A Study of Waste Management Policy Implications for Landfill Waste Salvagers in the Western Cape. 
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methodological problem in interviewing the waste pickers in a formal setting where they might be 
less inclined to reveal the truth about sensitive issues for fear of reprisal by the management, given 
the particular history of conflict at this site. This links with the second reason; the waste pickers 
might feel uncomfortable in this setting and might try to give ―good‖ or ―approved‖ answers. There-
fore I chose to interview the skarrelaars in their ―natural‖ environment, i.e. near the landfill, at the 
scrap yards, in the street or in their houses/shacks. In this way I hoped to gain some level of trust and 
to ensure that they spoke freely. It was also a way to respect the rights and dignity of the participants 
by trying to accommodate them in the choice of the interview location and to make them feel com-
fortable in their familiar surroundings. Moreover, some skarrelaars were eager to show the researcher 
their poor living conditions. Spending time at their homes and walking the streets of the townships for 
several hours every day for two weeks enabled people to recognise the researcher and increased their 
willingness to participate in conversations and interviews. 
 
Since we discovered at the beginning of the research that it would be rather difficult to find the 
skarrelaars during the day (with the landfill only ―opening‖ at 16h00 for them), we had to change our 
tactics and our approach. Thus instead of trying to interview the skarrelaars from day one, I decided 
to look for the scrap dealers in the area first. We did not know how many scrap dealers there were in 
the area, or where they were, or how willing they would be to give information. There was no struc-
tured interview sheet, because the idea was to first establish some sort of trust through informal con-
tact. However, there was a set of questions from which the researcher could choose, depending on the 
situation (i.e. these were semi-structured interviews). At the scrap dealers (who were not all easy to 
find) first contact was made with skarrelaars who sold their materials there. After a few days, the re-
searcher got a basic idea of who was selling what and where; this was crucial to determine where and 
when the skarrelaars could best be interviewed, since only those who collect at the dumpsite were 
relevant for the case study. 
 
5.6 Coding of respondents and data 
 
All the obtained data were captured by detailed note taking on the question sheets and in a fieldwork 
diary, creating a narrative documentary. The data from the question sheets was captured in Excel 
spread sheets, in order to have qualitative and quantitative data ready for analysis. The qualitative 
answers to the observation questionnaires were standardised and coded in order to produce meaning-
ful graphs and tables. The field notes were transcribed into Word documents and the relevant parts 
also incorporated in the Excel spread sheets. The participants of the observation questionnaire were 
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given numbers (from 1 to 186), and the participants of the in-depth interview were given a specific 
code (revealing their gender, age, area and location)
104
. The rationale behind allotting them a specific 
code rather than just a number was to enable the reader to always have a basic image of the respond-
ent. Some of the informal interviewees were also coded, but with a shorter code (gender, first letter of 
name, day of interview).
105
 The small-scale scrap dealers/recyclers in the area were also coded to pre-
serve their anonymity (the names of the businesses, the owners and the addresses are known to the 
researcher); this was done by labelling them ―Recyclers‖ and giving them a number in chronological 
order (Recycler 1, 2, etc.). 
 
All interviewees were sorted into four categories: population A is the skarrelaars at CPL; population 
B is the scrap dealers/recyclers; population C is the officials from the CCT‘s SWM department and 
the landfill management/staff; and population D is the representatives of provincial government.  
 
5.7 Ethics 
 
In any social research endeavour, it is imperative for the researcher to conduct the study while ob-
serving certain ethical guidelines and moral standards.
106
 The research at hand involved vulnerable 
and at-risk individuals, therefore the researcher had to ensure that the basic values of human dignity 
and the well-being of participants took precedence over knowledge acquisition.
107
 In addition, where 
there is a power differential between the investigator and the research participants, there is always the 
potential for a violation of the rights of the participants. This means that researchers need to adhere to 
a standard international code of ethics.
108
 Since ―[t]here is a need for researchers to remind them-
selves to show ‗principled sensitivity to the rights of others‘‖109 every effort was made throughout the 
research to ensure that the rights of the skarrelaars were respected and given priority over the need to 
collect data. In cases where interviews seemed to evoke negative emotions in the participant, they 
were interrupted or abandoned by the researcher. 
 
There are five core ethical principles that should be adhered to in social science research: (1) re-
searchers ought to seek to do good rather than cause harm; (2) they ought to tell the truth and keep 
                                                 
104 Respondent coding: 1st letter: M = male, F = female; Number: Age; 2nd letter: Area: C = Capricorn; H = Hillview; 3rd 
letter: Location: S = Street; H = Home; D = Scrap dealer  
105 1st letter: M = male, F = female; 2nd letter: initial (x if no name); Number: day of interview: 1 – 9 
106 Heather D‘Cruz and Martyn Jones, Social work research: ethical and political contexts (London: SAGE Publications, 
2004), p. 102f. 
107 Ibid. 
108 Bless et al., Fundamentals of Social Research Methods, p. 139 
109 Peter Burnham, Karin Gilland Lutz, Wyn Grant and Zig Layton-Henry, Research Methods in Politics, second edition 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p. 283 
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promises; (3) the researchers must respect the confidentiality and privacy of the participants and ob-
tain their consent; (4) nobody should be forced to participate in the research;
110
 (5) the participants 
need to be informed about the nature as well as the purpose and expected outcomes of the research 
project in which they are asked to participate; they must be aware of any potential risk to themselves. 
Only once they have been informed properly and agreed to be interviewed, can the research pro-
ceed.
111
 In this particular case study, the researcher and/or the interpreter explained to all interviewees 
what the research was about, what their role in the research was, gave assurances that their answers 
would be treated with anonymity and confidentiality, and that their collaboration would help to ad-
vance understanding of the issues surrounding waste picking, and this could potentially improve the 
current situation. Only after the explicit written or oral consent (if illiterate) of the participant had 
been obtained did the researcher conduct the interview.  
 
The research at no time intentionally put any participant in the project at the risk of harm or put him 
in a compromising position. The role of the researcher was one of exploration rather than interven-
tion. Furthermore, the researcher made it clear to the participants that their participation in this study 
was voluntary and would not help them find employment. The researcher protected the anonymity 
and confidentiality of the participants, and only used the names if permission was granted by the par-
ticipants concerned and if this did not have negative consequences for this person. 
 
5.8 Limitations 
 
One weakness of the study comes with its design as a case study, since the CPL site seems to be a 
little different from other sites. To obtain a more holistic picture, further (in-depth) research on other 
landfill sites in the Western Cape and South Africa is necessary. Thus, the scope of the study is lim-
ited. The main data gathering problems for the study were that the skarrelaars could not be observed 
while skarreling on the landfill (the researcher did not get permission to do this, or to take pictures), 
and that the CPL manager – who could have provided good insights into the issues surrounding waste 
picking at CPL – did not want to be interviewed. 
 
It was difficult to make arrangements for the long interview. Some of the waste pickers who work all 
day could not be interviewed. During the day they would skarrel in the streets or bring their collected 
goods to various buyers (like scrap dealers). In the late afternoon and early evening (from 16h00 to 
19h30), when the researcher waited for the return of the skarrelaars, some of the ―full-time‖ pickers 
                                                 
110Ibid., p. 286 
111 Bless et al., Fundamentals of Social Research Methods, p. 142 
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had not returned yet. They would move to the front part of the landfill to continue skarreling, some-
times even throughout the night. 
 
Although I generally felt quite safe, it was sensible not to stay in the township too long at night. 
When conducting the interviews at the scrap dealers until 20h30, this meant that I only left the area 
just before 21h00. Given that gang activities mainly take place at night, there was a potential danger 
of being negatively affected by their activities. This means that the researcher was unable to observe 
and conduct interviews in the late evening and during the night (e.g. the skarrelaars at Recycler 6). 
Thus, some skarrelaars who may have collected above-average quantities of goods and returned from 
the tip after 19h00 or 20h00, have not been captured in any of the questionnaires. The only indication 
of the recyclables they had recovered was the estimates provided by some of the scrapyard owners, 
especially the ones that were open at night. 
 
A group of Xhosa women, who walked to the landfill from Overcome Heights, refused to be inter-
viewed (that is, they did not respond when asked if they would answer a few questions). It is unclear 
why they did not respond. One reason might have been the language barrier, or they may have been 
suspicious of the researcher. Other local residents explained that these women looked for food, blan-
kets, clothes and toys on the dump, some of which they would send back home to the Eastern Cape 
(one of South Africa‘s poorest provinces). It thus appears that these women collect things that they do 
not necessarily need for daily survival and which they do not sell. It would have been interesting to 
compare their activities to those of the skarrelaars, and to explore their perceptions of the situation on 
and around the landfill. 
 
There were a few situations that presented ethical problems for the researcher. For instance within the 
first few days of the research the feeling of neglect and marginalisation experienced by many 
skarrelaars was expressed during an informal conversation with a skarrelaar, who had previously 
been a gang member and in prison: ―No one has talked to us before. We are sure that you have been 
sent by God to help us.‖ This statement displays the feeling of helplessness and disappointment in the 
state and society, but it also reveals the (potentially unrealistic) expectations that the skarrelaars might 
have of the researcher. It was thus difficult to balance the hope of the people that the research could 
(indirectly) contribute to an improvement of their situation in the long term, while on the other hand 
making sure that they understood that this project would not bring about an overnight improvement in 
their situation (by bringing jobs, etc.). 
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Another indicator of the lack of self-confidence of the skarrelaars could be observed during the inter-
views: none of them had the confidence to fill in the questionnaire themselves under the supervision 
of the researcher. Most of the interviews were conducted in a rather unemotional atmosphere, but 
there were a few exceptions. One situation in particular made it difficult for the researcher to contin-
ue. While answering the questions, a female respondent (F37CH) reflected on her life, which seemed 
to upset her. She burst into tears during the interview when asked if she preferred doing something 
other than skarreling, saying: ―This is not the life I have imagined for myself.‖ The researcher imme-
diately stopped the interview and gave the respondent time to recover. The interviewee was reminded 
that she could stop the interview at any time, but she assured the researcher that she wanted to finish 
the interview. The researcher however found it difficult to deal with the emotionality of this respond-
ent and to complete this interview. 
 
The researcher also had some concerns about the potentially negative impact of this study in another 
situation. While waiting at one of the scrap dealers for the skarrelaars to return, one of the skarrelaars 
accused me of making life difficult for them. In an upset tone he claimed that the landfill staff had put 
more soil and rubble on top of the waste and compressed it more since I started with the project. If 
that were the case, I would have stopped the research project because it would have contravened the 
ethical requirement not to conduct research to the detriment of the participants. But recycler 3 and his 
brother assured me that ―that‘s nonsense‖ and that this skarrelaar was in a rush because ―he‘s got a 
habit to feed‖ (i.e. they were implying that he was a tik addict). I asked a few other skarrelaars who 
returned from the dump whether the situation at the site had deteriorated for them, and they reassured 
me that the circumstances on the tip had not changed. After being reassured that the research would 
not have negative consequences for them, the researcher continued with the project. 
 
 
6. The Importance of the study 
 
There have been a number of studies on waste pickers in developing world
112
 (the phenomenon does 
not occur on a notable scale in the developed world), for instance in Asian countries including India, 
the Philippines, Indonesia, or in Latin America, including Brazil
113
, Colombia and Mexico,
114
 where 
                                                 
112 Martin Medina, The World’s Scavengers: Salvaging for Sustainable Consumption and Production (Lanham, MD: 
AltaMira Press, 2007).  
113 for some of the studies on India and Brazil refer to the section ‗Waste Pickers: international perspective‘ 
114 For an overview see: Martin Medina, ‗The informal recycling sector in developing countries: organizing waste 
pickers to enhance their impact‘, in: Gridlines, No. 44, Oct 2008. 
URL: http://www.ppiaf.org/sites/ppiaf.org/files/publication/Gridlines-44-Informal%20Recycling%20-%20MMedina.pdf  
Accessed: 17.10.2012 
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some of the world‘s largest landfill sites are located. Overall, there is quite a rich literature on waste 
pickers in Latin America and Asia when compared to Africa, although it focuses on a few countries 
with a significant number of waste pickers. There are, however, two exceptions when it comes to the 
number of studies on waste pickers on the African continent: Egypt
115
 and South Africa. A review of 
58 references on African reclaimers revealed that 19 of these focus on South Africa and 13 on Egypt. 
In particular the Zabbaleen in Egypt are well-documented and widely celebrated. In general, howev-
er, Africa does not feature in current international debates on informal waste recycling.
116
 This is not 
to say that no studies on other countries exist: there are for example five on Nigeria and four on Ken-
ya,
117
 and research has also been done, for instance, on waste pickers in Zimbabwe
118
 and Botswa-
na
119
, but the general extent and depth does not match the one of Asian and Latin American countries.  
 
This information is based on an overview of English Language literature on reclaimers in Africa 
compiled by Melanie Samson, which provides a good indicator of how much research has been done 
thus far on this subject. However, it is not exhaustive, as studies in other languages like French, Ara-
bic, Portuguese or indigenous languages were not reviewed. Samson comes to the conclusion that a 
significant body of English-language research exists which provides important insights into reclaim-
ing in Africa.
120
 She maintains that until today there has not been a systematic effort to review this 
literature in order to distil key insights regarding the African experience.
121
 She has identified a num-
ber of areas that require further investigation, and has suggested ways to reframe the conceptualisa-
tion of research on reclaiming.
122
 For instance, in contrast to the literature on India and Latin Ameri-
ca, little research has been conducted into how reclaimers in Africa are positioned in relation to mu-
nicipal waste management systems.
123
 Thus, some key priorities for future research would be to con-
duct research that can assist reclaimers to organise, and that can help to establish a more inclusive 
policy on reclaiming.
124
 However, (as Samson points out) some of the studies on reclaimers in Africa 
are 20 or more years old, and many have non-representative (i.e. very small) data samples. And there 
are either few studies on waste pickers in many African countries in the English language, or there 
                                                 
115 Egyptian waste pickers e.g. feature in some of the reports that have been dealt with in the sections on India and Brazil. 
116 Samson, ‗Reclaiming Reusable and Recyclable Materials in Africa‘, p. 2 
117 Ibid. 
118 see e.g.: Mhosisi Masocha, ‗Informal waste harvesting in Victoria Falls town, Zimbabwe: Socio-economic benefits‘, 
Habitat International, Vol. 30, 2006, pp. 838–848. 
119 see e.g.: D. S. Tevera, ‗Dump Scavenging in Gaborone, Botswana: Anachronism or Refuge Occupation of the Poor?‘, 
Geografiska Annaler. Series B, Human Geography, Vol. 76, No. 1, 1994, pp. 21-32.  
120 Samson, ‗Reclaiming Reusable and Recyclable Materials in Africa‘, p. 29 
121 Ibid., p. 2 
122 Ibid., p. 29 
123 Ibid., p. 30 
124 Ibid., p. 29 
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are none at all. In my view, there is thus still a considerable gap in (systematic) research on waste 
picking in Africa. 
 
Research in this field has also been conducted in South Africa, mostly in the form of case studies.
125
 
According to Samson, the earliest study was undertaken by De Kock in 1986, in which she investi-
gated ‗garbage picking‘ in Durban, South Africa, as part of a broader shift towards informal labour in 
the context of economic crisis. This study was, however, an exception during this time period. Rela-
tively few studies were conducted in the 1980s and 1990s, but there has been a significant increase in 
the number of studies on reclaiming of reusable and recyclable materials across Africa in the first 
decade of the 21
st
 century, with the bulk of the literature being produced in this period.
 126
  
 
Although waste pickers are a common sight in South African cities, in-depth research into this phe-
nomenon is still in its infancy.
127
 Apart from the fact that there is a knowledge gap in terms of waste 
pickers in most African countries, there are two fields that are still under-researched in South Africa 
at present: these are (1) waste pickers in rural areas; and (2) waste pickers on landfill sites in Cape 
Town, as studies in Cape Town mainly focus on street waste pickers.
128
 Therefore this case study can 
add in-depth insights and numbers to the growing data base.  
 
One of the reasons why the CPL site in Muizenberg was chosen for this research is that it is located 
next to townships and informal settlements, where the majority of the waste pickers live. Further-
more, Cape Town currently only operates three landfill sites (three have been closed down in the last 
few years), which means the choice is limited.  
 
As has just been indicated, although there are a number of studies dealing qualitatively with the 
waste-picking phenomenon in South Africa, there is (still) a lack of quantitative research on waste 
picking and waste collection in general in the country. Up to now, little is known about the numbers 
of waste pickers in cities, or who they are, or the extent to which they contribute to waste reduction 
and recycling.
129
 This case study helps to close the gap by adding some quantitative data to the re-
search on waste pickers in South Africa. 
 
                                                 
125 See e.g.: Langenhoven and Dyssel, ‗The Recycling Industry and Subsistence Waste Collectors‘. 
126 Samson, ‗Reclaiming Reusable and Recyclable Materials in Africa, p. 2 
127 Rinie Schenck and Phillip F. Blaauw, ‗The Work and Lives of Street Waste Pickers in Pretoria – A Case Study of 
Recycling in South Africa‘s Urban Informal Economy‘, in: Urban Forum, Volume 22, Number 4 (2011), pp. 411-430. 
128 see e.g. Koni Benson and Nandi Vanqa-Mgijima, ‗Organizing on the Streets: A Study of Reclaimers in the Streets of 
Cape Town‘, WIEGO Organizing Brief, No. 4, August 2010. 
129 Ibid., p. 47 
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Finally, the Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation (SLF), a Non-Profit Organisation currently pioneer-
ing research into South Africa‘s informal economy, has conducted research in Vrygrond and Capri-
corn on informal businesses, and I have collaborated with them for this study. 
 
 
7. The main arguments of the thesis 
 
As has been mentioned, the concept of sustainable development serves as framework for the disserta-
tion. The underlying assumption is that recycling is an important part of SD, enhancing livelihoods 
and promoting environmental goals. In practice the skarrelaars are doing this, despite the existing 
policy barriers. In this context I will, firstly, argue that recycling is a way of working towards sustain-
able development, and, secondly, that (informal) recycling in the developing world is important eco-
nomically, environmentally and socially. Thus, the study will be guided by the assumption that the 
waste pickers play an important part in recycling efforts, and that recycling in turn is an integral com-
ponent of SD, which is the guiding principle of South African policy-making. SD basically aims at 
connecting the triangle of human development: (people), ecological protection (the planet) and eco-
nomic growth (prosperity).
130
  
 
The situation found at the CPL site does not equate with South Africa‘s and Cape Town‘s sustainabil-
ity commitments. There are several causes of this policy-reality discrepancy that relate to the research 
questions: (1) Firstly, there is ignorance on the side of the policymakers. They seem to be poorly in-
formed about the extent and nature of skarreling, perhaps assuming that this activity is performed 
only by a few people who need quick cash for drugs. (2) Secondly, the conflict between the 
skarrelaars and the state/municipality at the Coastal Park landfill is rooted in inadequate national and 
local legislation, which does not acknowledge the role of informal waste pickers in SWM and aims at 
excluding rather than including them. (3) This is linked to policies on the national and (even more) on 
the local level that have been designed according to an underlying neoliberal logic. The focus here is 
on neoliberal economic growth strategies, which fail to absorb the growing labour force, and on the 
lack of recognition of the role of the informal economy in policies (including the drive for formalisa-
tion), and on the CCT‘s ambition of being a world city. (4) Further, there is poor management of re-
cycling in the city and at the landfill in particular (i.e. there is both poor design and poor implementa-
tion). (5) There is a confrontational and exclusionary attitude on the side of the city that exacerbates 
these problems. Notably, governance in this neoliberal context generally takes a top-down approach, 
                                                 
130 Department of Environmental Affairs, ‗National Strategy for Sustainable Development and Action Plan (NSSD 1) 
2011–2014‘ (Pretoria: DEA, 2011), p. 6 
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and this is linked to a mindset (rooted in colonial/apartheid thinking) that sees the need to control 
poor, black people so as not to disturb the formal economy or to inhibit foreign direct investment. (6) 
This is connected to an under-representation of those most affected in the political arena – in this case 
because of a lack of organisation and thus participation of the waste pickers, and the domination of 
urban elites in (local) politics and policymaking. (7) This leads to mistrust of government on the part 
of the skarrelaars. (8) To some extent the situation at the CPL is different from other places in the 
Western Cape, especially because of the socioeconomic conditions in the area, where there are high 
levels of unemployment, violence and crime. 
 
From this it follows that the inclusion and support of waste picking (i.e. ending discrimination and 
exploitation) should bring benefits to a developing country like South Africa. This can happen in 
three ways: Firstly, there will be a significant contribution to environmental sustainability by reduc-
ing pollution and conserving resources (less energy and raw materials will be needed) if the recycling 
rate can be increased by a few percent. In addition, landfill airspace will be saved. Secondly, there 
will be social benefits which will have a positive effect on the livelihoods of the poor. Poverty will be 
reduced through the creation or upgrading of jobs and rare employment opportunities (esp. for ―un-
employable‖) will be provided; this will also help to prevent crime as people who can earn a living by 
picking waste will not have to steal to survive. It will pump money into the local (micro-) economy. 
And thirdly, there will also be (macro-)economic benefits through the lowering of raw material costs 
for manufacturing (while at the same time competitiveness will be improved). Currently South Africa 
– and in this case the CCT – is wasting resources by burying valuable materials on landfills. Using 
recycled materials can be seen as import substitution, as materials stay in the circle of the local econ-
omy and do not have to be imported, and this will have positive effects for the local economy. 
 
With reference to the CPL, there are a number of particular benefits that will ensue: (1) if the laws 
(e.g. the 2008 Waste Act; the Minimum Requirements; and the CCT waste by-law of 2009) are made 
more inclusive with regard to waste pickers, conflict levels could be reduced significantly; (2) recy-
cling levels could be increased; (3) crime levels will not increase further; and (4) fewer resources 
(staff; money) would have to be used because less security would be needed to protect the site. Even 
if the amount of recyclables reclaimed by the skarrelaars at Coastal Park does not appear to contribute 
significantly to recycling (and thus to SD), one has to see the bigger picture. If one for instance adds 
up the weight of reclaimed scrap metal over ten years and takes into account the numerous waste 
pickers in Cape Town and the Western Cape, then the total amount recycled easily adds up to more 
than 10 000 tons. This is a considerable amount, in terms of economic value for the poorer communi-
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ties and for industry; this will also save space in landfills and reduce pollution as well as energy con-
sumption if goods are manufactured from recycled materials.        
 
 
8. Structure of dissertation: Chapter outline 
 
Chapter II: Theoretical Framework 
The research will be underpinned by theories and concepts relating to sustainability, informality, and 
neoliberalism. The concept of sustainable development will serve as framework, and after a general 
clarification will be related to recycling and reclaiming. A theoretical approach to informality will 
follow and will be linked to the informal politics and economics of developing countries, with partic-
ular reference to South Africa. Neoliberalism is used to explain the macroeconomic conditions in 
South Africa, and the CCT‘s attempts to become a world city by attracting foreign investment and 
how this shapes the city‘s policies. This chapter will also link with existing studies of waste pickers 
(both locally and globally) in order to be able to compare the situation at the study site with that in 
other cities and countries. For the purpose of international comparison, the situation of SWM in India 
and Brazil, and especially their attitude towards informal waste pickers will be outlined, before de-
scribing the situation in South Africa. 
 
Chapter III: Public Policy review 
Since the dissertation is a policy critique, this chapter will take a critical look at national, provincial 
and local policy in South Africa with regard to sustainable development, solid waste management and 
landfill operation. In particular, it will assess whether the various policies are coherent and consistent 
in terms of alignment with the goals of SD, and what role they attribute to waste pickers in SWM and 
recycling.  
 
The chapter begins by outlining the sections of the Constitution and the overarching legislation that 
frames South Africa‘s commitment to SD, such as the National Framework for Sustainable Devel-
opment (NFSD) and the National Strategy for Sustainable Development (NSSD). This will be fol-
lowed by an analysis of national legislation on waste, such as the 2008 Waste Act (NEMWA) and the 
Minimum Requirements for Waste Disposal by Landfill, and policies in the Western Cape and Cape 
Town, such as the Western Cape Environmental Implementation Plan (EIP), as well as the CCT‘s 
Integrated Waste Management (IWM) Policy, the Integrated Metropolitan Environmental Policy 
(IMEP) and the 2009 waste management by-law. 
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Chapter IV: Research Findings 
This chapter consists of two parts. The first part will provide an overview of the volume and compo-
sition of waste in South Africa and Cape Town. The second part of the chapter will present the find-
ings derived from the data obtained in the field. It starts with a socioeconomic description of the 
study site, followed by a presentation of the data analysis, arranged according to the main themes 
derived from the research questions, such as conflict and the economics of skarreling. From individu-
al examples and the quantitative data general patterns are identified (e.g. average monthly incomes; 
reasons for waste picking). This includes extrapolations of the quantitative data in order to estimate 
the economic value of skarreling for the community and the City. The last sections deal with the key 
role of the scrap dealers in informal recycling on the study site. The chapter will be concluded by a 
summary of the environmental and economic benefits of skarreling for the CCT. 
 
Chapter V: Analysis of the Findings 
Chapter V links to the previous chapter and analyses the reasons for the patterns that were found. It 
thus deals with the deeper causes for the particular circumstances at CPL, and how this is linked to 
macro- and micro-policy decisions. This chapter will engage with how neoliberal policies and gov-
ernance impact the situation at CPL. It will furthermore point out the lack of representation of the 
skarrelaars in general, and in particular with regard to the making of policies that affect their liveli-
hood. Lastly, the chapter will explain what the situation at the CPL implies for the appropriateness of 
the various policies and their implementation. 
 
Chapter VI: Conclusion 
The dissertation will be summarised with an emphasis on the results that were obtained. To illustrate 
the results, this part also includes five short scenarios to demonstrate the possible outcomes of differ-
ent approaches to skarreling, and what they mean in terms of achieving a balance between the eco-
nomic, environmental and social aspects of SD. The scenarios range from a complete and strictly en-
forced ban of skarreling to a full endorsement of the practice and the inclusion of waste picking in the 
municipal SWM. Lastly, suggestions for the way forward will be made. 
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CHAPTER II: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK – A 
REVIEW OF THE KEY CONCEPTS 
 
This chapter reviews the key concepts of sustainable development, informality and (urban) neoliber-
alism that together build the framework for the dissertation. It will show how these concepts are 
linked and how their interplay shapes the situation of the skarrelaars at the CPL. It starts by explain-
ing what the concept of informality entails by firstly providing some definitions and outlining the 
major theoretical approaches, and then providing an overview of the informal economy in Africa and 
South Africa. Afterwards, the prevalence and growth of the informal sector in the developing world 
will be analysed in the light of neoliberalism. Therefore, the impacts of the neoliberal reforms imple-
mented worldwide in the last four decades will be illustrated by also referring to the neoliberal agen-
da of ‗world cities‘. There are historical reasons for the existence of a significant number of informal 
waste pickers and recyclers in the developing world. However, the scale of waste picking today is a 
result of the socioeconomic conditions in the Global South, which are marked by high levels of pov-
erty and inequality. This is also linked to privatisation efforts and the cost recovery plans of munici-
palities in their attempt to attract global capital, as the section on neoliberalism will show.  
 
The final section of this chapter will explain these correlations in more detail by discussing the role of 
reclaimers in the solid waste management (SWM) of developing countries. Studies on waste pickers 
in countries of the Global South have revealed some common patterns, but also differences in the 
levels of acceptance and recognition in policies. In order to compare the situation of South African 
reclaimers to that of their counterparts in other countries, an international perspective is necessary. 
Therefore the role of waste pickers in Africa and South Africa will be compared to the situation in 
India and Brazil. 
 
A context section, which seeks to explore the socioeconomic conditions in which informal reclaiming 
thrives worldwide, precedes the theoretical section. It will look at the lives of the urban poor in cities 
of the developing world, and in particular at how they have been (and still are) marginalised – espe-
cially since the advent of neoliberalism as the overarching global policy paradigm. The link between 
rapid urbanisation and the inability (or unwillingness) of cities in the Global South to keep up with 
service provision (esp. in the poorer areas) on the one hand, and the resulting need for informal waste 
collectors and recyclers on the other hand, will be explained. Lastly, this section will show how the 
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inequalities and injustices between the middle classes and the poor shape these cities when it comes 
to waste collection and dumping.  
 
 
9. Context: consumerism, waste and the poor  
 
Waste is not an isolated technical problem but is a symptom, a physical manifestation, of much 
deeper problems with the current economic, political and social systems. Waste is the visible face 
of a development model built on the assumption that some people matter more than others, that 
pollution is the inevitable price of progress and blind economic growth is the highest possible 
good.
131
 
 
9.1 Overconsumption in consumer societies: people and waste 
 
When one speaks about waste, usually the abstract idea of discarded materials comes to mind. But 
apart from the economic aspect, waste always has a social and political component too. The forms of 
wastes produced today generally constitute health and/or environmental hazards, therefore their dis-
posal is linked to risks. Consequently, the distribution of risk is a political question which requires 
choices. In this process, ―the powerful do the choosing, while others do the risking‖132, as philosopher 
Slavoj Zizek comments. The rich global north dumps wastes in the Global South, rich provinces in 
poor provinces, cities in rural areas or impoverished neighbourhoods. Thus, the question of waste and 
risk is in its essence a question of the power relations between people, making waste a marker of class 
and power. 
 
Continuing this train of thought, it is clear that technologies are not neutral either: they too are both 
products and embodiments of power relations. The technology designed to deal with waste, like the 
incinerator, the sanitary landfill, or the waste compactor truck, is an embodiment of the power that the 
institutions of state and capital as well as richer consumers has in relation to waste. Their use is pro-
moted by various interest groups such as waste engineers who need to protect their markets, and – 
more generally – by capital seeking to externalise costs. These investments in waste technology in 
turn demand more waste for a proper rate of return.
133
 It is in this regard that observers like Paul 
Connett have spoken of waste as a ―low-tech problem that has been compounded rather than ad-
                                                 
131 Hallowes and Munnik, Wasting the Nation, p. 1 
132 quoted in: Hallowes and Munnik, Wasting the Nation, p. 183 
133 Hallowes and Munnik, Wasting the Nation, p. 183 
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dressed by high-tech solutions‖.134 There is some evidence that seems to confirm this view, because 
in the global North, but more especially in the South, the most successful recycling is relatively low 
tech. In countries of the developing world with a functional informal recycling system the results are 
comparable to those of the formalised recycling in the North.
135
 
 
The people engaged in waste picking are generally driven by desperate circumstances. Hallowes and 
Munnik argue that reclaiming is ―a ‗survivalist‘ activity carried out by people impoverished by capi-
talist development.‖136 But they also become entangled in the logic of capitalism, because on the one 
hand they are confronted with the effects of privatisation while on the other they rely on access to the 
markets of the consumption cities.  
 
To survive within the neoliberal context for waste pickers (and for other informal workers) means 
working towards moving up the value chain. However, they are faced by the uncertainties of the mar-
ket economy. This is especially true of the markets for recyclables, which are very volatile and can 
collapse overnight. It is within the whole system of growth and consumption that reclaimers are try-
ing to improve their position, relying on continuous waste production.
137
  
 
One of the features of modern life is that we produce vast amounts of rubbish in our (manufactured) 
desire to replace the old with newer and better models and appliances.
138
 As a consequence, rubbish 
disposal is an issue of utmost importance, which leads the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman to say that 
―rubbish collectors are the unsung heroes of modernity‖.139 Bauman extends the example of modern 
consumption and waste and relates it to the human dimension. For him then modernisation and con-
sumption do not only produce material waste, but also human waste. Beacroft summarises this train 
of thought by Bauman:  
Wasted humans are the excess, the superfluous and redundant who no longer fit into society or 
who for one reason or another are not allowed to stay. Material waste implies something that 
no longer has a use or purpose, has a lack of distinction from other waste, and once designated 
waste it is of little consequence. Similarly, human waste is of little or no use to modern society 
and must be dealt with accordingly.
140
 
 
                                                 
134 quoted in: Hallowes and Munnik, Wasting the Nation, p. 184 
135 Hallowes and Munnik, Wasting the Nation, p. 184 
136 Ibid., p. 188 
137 Ibid., p. 188f. 
138 Melanie Beacroft, ‗Bauman, Wasted Lives and the Eclipse of the Political‘, refereed paper presented to the Australa-
sian Political Studies Association Conference, University of Adelaide (29 September – 1 October 2004)., p. 3 
139 Zygmunt Bauman, Wasted Lives: Modernity and Its Outcasts (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004), p. 28 
140 Beacroft, ‗Bauman, Wasted Lives and the Eclipse of the Political‘, p. 3 
 
 
 
 
56 
 
If one relates this to informal waste pickers, then this concept would translate into ‗material waste 
meets human waste‘. From this perspective this constitutes a ‗perfect symbiosis‘: marginalised and 
unwanted people deal with the discarded excess of modern consumption. In the South African con-
text, it is people in the townships – characterised by high levels of poverty and unemployment –who 
are to a large extent marginalised. And among these it is especially the outcasts – the ex-gangsters, 
ex-prisoners, drug addicts – who are treated like the waste they are reclaiming. However, neither the 
people nor the materials are worthless. On the contrary, they are a reminder of the ills of our societies 
and economies and a vivid example of the resistance against their final disposal (which will be shown 
by this thesis). 
 
9.2 Rapid urbanisation, the lack of services and dumping on the poor 
 
The onset of industrialisation marked the beginning of large-scale urbanisation, as greater concentra-
tions of labour around the mines and mills were necessary.
141
 Today, most urban population growth 
takes place in the developing world. This area has experienced rapid urbanisation, starting with Latin 
America in the early 1960s – today it is the most urbanised region in the world with 80% of the total 
population living in urban areas (Europe: 73%).
142
 Half of the world‘s population already lives in 
urban areas and by the middle of this century, most regions of the developing world will be predomi-
nantly urban.
143
 The numbers are impressive: in the last decade alone the urban population in the de-
veloping world grew by an average 1.2 million people per week.
144
 By 2050, 5.3 billion people in the 
developing world will live in urban areas, with Asia alone accounting for 3.3 billion people (63% of 
the world‘s urban population). Africa, still the least urbanised region, will by then host a total urban 
population of 1.2 billion, almost a quarter of the world‘s urban population.145  
 
This rapid growth of cities in the developing countries is largely due to ongoing rural-urban migration 
(with the exception of Latin America). Cities in the developing world are therefore marked by distinct 
characteristics that make them different from cities in industrialised countries, especially when it 
comes to socioeconomic and physical conditions. The ongoing urbanisation for the most part takes 
place as the growth of existing or the creation of new slum areas and informal settlements. The 
growth of these settlements is mostly organic and lacks planning, resulting in narrow twisting streets, 
as well as in the occupation of environmentally sensitive and disaster-prone areas, such as wetlands, 
                                                 
141 Desta Mebratu, ‗Sustainability and sustainable development: Historical and conceptual review‘, Environmental Impact 
Assessment Review, Vol. 18, Issue 6, 1998, pp. 493–520, p. 495 
142 UN-HABITAT, State of the World’s Cities 2012/2013, p. 28 
143 UN-HABITAT, State of the World’s Cities 2008/2009: Harmonious Cities (London: Earthscan, 2008), p. x 
144 UN-HABITAT, State of the World’s Cities 2012/2013, p. 28 
145 UN-HABITAT, State of the World’s Cities 2008/2009, p. xi 
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river beds, creeks, floodplains, and steep slopes.
146
  The same is true for Cape Town, where a large 
proportion of the townships is situated in (former) wetlands and floodplains. 
 
The rapid demographic and spatial expansion of Third World cities means they quickly reach their 
capacity limits and then often cannot keep up with providing the necessary infrastructure and basic 
urban services such as housing, water and sanitation because of a lack of resources,
147
 although some-
times these cities choose not keep up to discourage migration to the city (see below). One of the con-
sequences is that the total waste generated in the city is only partly collected, which leads to its im-
proper disposal on the streets, in rivers and lakes, on vacant lots and in municipal open dumps. In 
2005 Medina estimated that Third World cities only collect between 50 and 80% of the refuse gener-
ated, although they spend 30 to 50% of their operational budgets on waste management.
148
 According 
to the most recent UN-HABITAT report on the state of the world‘s cities, more than 720 billion tons 
of wastes are produced by the cities of the world every year. Even in large – and thus it would seem 
more affluent – cities in developing regions, only 25 to 55% of waste is collected – a rate much lower 
than that estimated by Medina.
149
 
 
In some parts of these cities, in particular in low-income neighbourhoods, slums, and informal settle-
ments, the municipal collection of waste is often nonexistent. Residents of these areas may resort to 
dumping their garbage in the nearest vacant lot, river, or they may simply burn it in their backyards. 
The inadequate disposal of solid waste is a potential source of land, water and air pollution, and thus 
poses a risk to human health and the environment. Since these cities are preoccupied with extending 
waste collection and with improving final disposal, they generally lack recycling programmes.
150
 One 
of the questions that arises from this situation is if the lack of services can be attributed to systematic 
failure (esp. of government policies). 
 
In general, it is a common pattern in most countries (not only in the developing world) that dirty in-
dustries are located near areas where the poor live. In apartheid South Africa this was practiced along 
racial lines, with the poor, non-white communities placed next to polluting mines, industries and 
waste dumps. The apartheid system thus not only produced a racialised labour hierarchy, but also the 
spatial segregation of these racialised population groups in apartheid cities. This was a way of up-
holding social hierarchies through the control of the social mobility of black and coloured popula-
                                                 
146 Medina, ‗Waste picker cooperatives in developing countries‘, p. 1 
147 UN-HABITAT, State of the World’s Cities 2012/2013, p. 78 
148 Medina, ‗Waste picker cooperatives in developing countries‘, p. 2  
149 UN-HABITAT, State of the World’s Cities 2012/2013, p. 78 
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tions. This system of segregation and hierarchisation was reinforced by the unequal provision of basic 
infrastructure and services, resulting in stark disparities in the living conditions of the different (ur-
ban) population groups. 
 
It was of course the white suburbs that received the best infrastructure and services (e.g. water, elec-
tricity). Formal townships only received partial and perfunctory services; those were however not 
expanded even as the population increased because of the policy of removals from ‗white areas‘. The 
forced removals also led to the creation of large and completely unserviced settlements in rural areas 
or on the distant peripheries of the cities.
151
 In general, the black townships were deprived of even the 
most basic services. This is especially true for the provision of waste services. Black townships either 
had no waste services or only periodic pick ups from communal skips; residents had to collect and 
deposit their own garbage. This was in stark contrast to white areas that enjoyed regular residential 
collection of waste. The cynicism of the apartheid system becomes evident here, as the good quality 
of services and infrastructure in the white areas could only be sustained because it was in fact subsi-
dised by the absence of services or by lower standard of services in the townships. To make matters 
even worse, the ‗white‘ waste was dumped in black areas.152 
 
Although the service gap has closed, inequality of service provision persists until today. For instance 
many residents in townships like Khayelitsha still lack decent sanitation. The recent efforts by the 
CCT to solve the problem with the continued provision of portable toilets (the ―bucket-system‖) have 
been met with heavy protests by the residents, who demand adequate housing with decent sanitation 
(i.e. flush toilets).
153
 This also points to another problem in South Africa, and especially in the big 
cities: the massive backlog of formal or adequate housing, which leads to informal living arrange-
ments. Thus, the ―toilet wars‖ go beyond mere service delivery, and illustrate that people in town-
ships feel like second-class citizens. In the words of Steven Robins: ―The porcelain flush toilet has 
come to be seen as a sign of modern citizenship in a democracy.‖154 
 
The poor not only have to endure unequal service provision, but continue to bear the adverse effects 
caused by the consumer society. They still have to live alongside the dumps fed by the wastes of the 
rich and of industry. Furthermore – in line with the neoliberal logic explained above – shack settle-
ments have sprung up around many dumpsites, because this land has next to no value on the market 
                                                 
151 Hallowes and Munnik, Wasting the Nation, p. 15 
152 Faranak Miraftab, ‗Neoliberalism and Casualization of Public Sector Services: The Case 
of Waste Collection Services in Cape Town, South Africa‘, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, Vol. 
28, Issue 4, December 2004, pp. 874–892, here: p. 875f.  
153 Steven Robins, ‗Politicisation of human waste‘, Cape Times (27.09.2013). 
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(like other environmentally hazardous locations). Apart from offering the poor a place to live, these 
spaces offer them a bare livelihood as they can pick through the waste. This pattern of injustice is not 
unique to societies like South Africa that had a history of racist exclusion, but ―is part of the global 
ordering of power relations necessary for the conduct of business.‖155 It is part of the ‗world city syn-
drome‘, where cities nationally and globally compete for investment. In line with this, metropolitan 
municipalities in South Africa are now all focused on creating competitive ‗world class cities‘156  
 
9.3 Cities in the developing world and informal recycling 
 
As mentioned before, recycling goes beyond environmental issues, and also involves economic and 
social issues. To begin with, informal recycling systems have the potential to bring considerable eco-
nomic benefits to developing countries. When looking at the general conditions in these countries – 
an oversupply of (cheap) labour but a lack of capital – the suitability and the macroeconomic benefits 
of informal recycling become apparent: not only does it minimise capital expenditure and maximise 
hand (and animal) power, but it also provides a steady, reliable supply of secondary raw materials for 
the local manufacturing industry, which can substitute more expensive imported raw materials. This 
in turn stimulates the manufacture of low-cost, affordable products made from recycled materials.
157
 
 
Furthermore, the informal waste recycling systems that already exist in many developing countries 
reduce the cost of formal waste management systems, because they reduce the quantity of waste that 
needs to be collected. This means that less money and time have to be spent on the collection and 
transport of the waste. In the end, only waste that cannot be recycled ends up on landfills. Most of 
these economic benefits are achieved at no direct cost to the tax-payers. The social benefits linked to 
informal recycling should also not be underestimated. This activity provides employment and a live-
lihood for impoverished, marginalised and vulnerable individuals or social groups. Although informal 
recycling exposes the people to generally harsh work conditions, it nonetheless gives them the chance 
to get by and find work in regions that often have high unemployment.
158
 Two questions that arise 
around the issue of waste management and recycling in this context are: What is the recycling prac-
tice? and Who is paying for the service? These questions are important when it comes to rights and 
legitimacy, and will be explored in more detail later in his thesis.  
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Recent data shows that in South Africa currently about 40% of the population receive inadequate or 
no domestic waste services.
159
 In 2007, about 65% of South African households had access to domes-
tic waste collection services, but access to waste services remains highly skewed in favour of (more 
affluent) urban communities.
160
 There is a basic recycling system in place South Africa, but it has 
many limitations (and the relationship between formal and informal recycling needs to be spelled out 
clearly). For example, the recycle rate in 2007 for metal beverage cans was 70%, for paper 54.5%, for 
glass 25% and for plastic 22%.
161
 The Western Cape today faces the problem that landfill sites are 
over-used and quickly reaching their full capacity. The acquisition of new land for landfilling is be-
coming more and more difficult due to rapid urbanisation, public opposition and a shortage of re-
sources. 
 
 
10. Sustainable Development 
 
Waste is the result of our lifestyle. Our way of living supports a system through which we take 
materials from the earth, use them to manufacture products, which are then distributed and con-
sumed. Throughout this system, waste is created and disposed of in various ways.
 
 […] It is ex-
pensive to manage waste, as it quickly loses value and becomes a burden and a risk. Nutrients 
and resources that are taken out of the system (i.e. buried in a landfill or burnt) are lost forever, 
because the earth has limited resources. Waste also causes various forms of pollution and litter-
ing. The way in which we currently create and dispose of waste is not sustainable.
 162
 
 
In most of human history socioeconomic and technological change has been rather slow; human im-
pacts on the environment generally were only visible over long periods of time. This has changed in 
the past two centuries, and especially in the decades after the Second World War. In these ages of 
industrialisation and globalisation the global economy has grown at an unbelievable pace, transform-
ing the character of the planet and especially of human life. This meant that the standard of living in 
the developed world has risen from bare subsistence to affluence, while the majority of people in the 
developing world still live in poverty. At the same time, degradation of the natural environment has 
reached critical levels.
163
 
 
The realisation that continuous population growth and subsequent increased hunger for resources 
might lead to serious problems at some stage has not only been gained in the last century, but already 
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during the first phase of industrialisation. Thomas Robert Malthus (1766–1834) is considered to be 
the first economist to foresee the limits to growth caused by resource scarcity, drawing a rather bleak 
picture of starving and dieing masses.
164
 
 
According to the prevailing economic theories (esp. the neo-classical one), there are no limits to eco-
nomic growth, and growth is necessary for the functionality of the (market economy) system, espe-
cially when a growing population must be absorbed into the labour market. Achieving high or at least 
moderate growth rates is therefore the primary aim for many governments. For the most of the twen-
tieth century, environmental concerns were generally sidelined in this process. For example, in the 
neo-classical view they can be ignored because there is no special reason to conserve natural capi-
tal.
165
  
 
It is only in the last four decades that the environment became a key focus of national and interna-
tional law and institutions. Rooted in the thinking of ecologism, it was realised that perpetual growth 
is not possible: ―Unlike economists, whose models provide no upper bound on economic growth, 
physical scientists and ecologists are accustomed to the idea of limits. In an ecological perspective 
sustainability must involve limits on population and consumption levels.‖166 Despite the arrival of 
these ecological ideas in (mainstream) policy-making, even today neglect for environmental concerns 
is often justified by the need for economic growth. 
 
Growing environmental concerns compelled the world community to respond by forming the UN 
Environment Programme (UNEP) after the 1972 Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment, 
where the conflicts between environment and development were first acknowledged. Together with 
the 1980 publication of the World Conservation Strategy of the International Union for the Conserva-
tion of Nature (IUCN), which argued for conservation as a means to assist development and specifi-
cally for the sustainable development and utilisation of species, ecosystems, and resources, it pre-
pared the ground for the World Commission on Environment and Development. The commission – 
with membership split between developed and developing countries – was set up in 1982 by the Gen-
eral Assembly of the UN and is better known as the ‗Brundtland Commission‘ (it was chaired by the 
then–Prime Minister of Norway Gro Harlem Brundtland). In 1987 the commission published a report 
with the title Our Common Future (also known as the Brundtland Report), in which the need for sus-
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tainable development was acknowledged, and which produced the most widely accepted definition of 
the concept:  
Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable – to ensure that it meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs.
167
  
 
This brief definition is rather vague and does not explicitly mention the environment or development. 
However, the subsequent paragraphs of the report – which are rarely quoted – a make the intended 
meaning clear. It starts with a clarification on the relationship between humans and the natural world: 
The concept of sustainable development does imply limits – not absolute limits but limitations 
imposed by the present state of technology and social organization on environmental re-
sources and by the ability of the biosphere to absorb the effects of human activities. […] Sus-
tainable global development requires that those who are more affluent adopt life-styles within 
the planet‘s ecological means – in their use of energy, for example.168 
 
The reasoning behind the idea of SD is the unity of environment and development, thus what follows 
is a more detailed explanation of what is meant by development: Human needs are basic and essen-
tial, and economic growth is necessary to sustain them. However, there must be equity to share re-
sources with the poor, and encouraging effective citizen participation is necessary to achieve this eq-
uity:
169
 
Meeting essential needs requires not only a new era of economic growth for nations in which 
the majority are poor, but an assurance that those poor get their fair share of the resources re-
quired to sustain that growth. Such equity would be aided by political systems that secure ef-
fective citizen participation in decision making and by greater democracy in international de-
cision making.
170
   
 
Similar to previous efforts, major international meetings followed the Brundtland Report. In 1992, 20 
years after Stockholm, the ―UN Conference on Environment and Development‖ was held in Rio de 
Janeiro. This conference is better known as the ―Earth Summit‖ and it produced the Rio Declaration 
and the Agenda 21. It aimed at the needs of the poor, and it defined ‗needs‘ not only as economic 
interests, but also to live in a fully functional, harmonious global system that includes people and 
ecosystems. Another ten years later, in 2002, at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 
Johannesburg, South Africa, the commitment to SD was reaffirmed. In the period since its adoption 
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by the UN, SD has spread rapidly as a concept, as a goal, and as a movement and is now central to the 
mission of numerous international organisations, national institutions, corporate enterprises, ―sustain-
able cities,‖ and locales.171 Thus it is within this short period of three decades that the term sustaina-
bility has risen to prominence and is now a ubiquitous buzz word. 
 
Although SD tries to combine development aspirations with the need to preserve the basic life sup-
port systems of the planet, there are a number of critics who reject the concept, and argue that it is an 
oxymoron.
172
 They point out that humanity has already grown beyond sustainable levels. Thus, in 
order for us to live sustainable, there can be no (further) ‗development‘. Deep ecologist James Love-
lock has developed that thought further and calls for ―sustainable retreat‖.173 The concept of SD has 
also been criticised by developing countries, because they view it as an attempt to prevent them from 
developing in the way the industrialised nations did, who in turn use the enshrinement of SD in inter-
national institutions and treaties to maintain the status quo (i.e. their advantages over developing 
countries). 
 
But even if one is sympathetic towards this argumentation, it is unrealistic to ask for stagnation or 
even de-growth and retrogression within our current political and economic world order. Therefore 
the author of this thesis will employ the concept of SD as defined by the UN and argue for (informal) 
recycling as one of the steps towards SD. However, the author will remain critical of the idea of eco-
nomic growth as driving force to achieve SD (one of the contradictions is emerging here already: 
more materials consumed mean more materials available for recycling, and thus an advantage for 
waste pickers, but at the same time more harm for the environment).  
 
Thus far, thousands of local authorities in more than one hundred countries have formally adopted the 
commitment to SD or planning to do so. Kates et al. ascribe the success of SD to ―its ability to serve 
as a grand compromise between those who are principally concerned with nature and environment, 
those who value economic development, and those who are dedicated to improving the human condi-
tion.‖174 In practice this means ―negotiations in which workable compromises are found that address 
the environmental, economic, and human development objectives of competing interest groups.‖175 
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This is also the reason behind the fact that many definitions of SD include statements about open and 
democratic decision-making. 
 
In sum, the concept of sustainability/SD
176
 has been adapted and applied to a wide range of issues, for 
example sustainable livelihoods, the planning of sustainable cities, and sustainable agriculture. De-
spite its adaptability and openness to interpretation, there is a core set of guiding principles and values 
that are the essence of SD. These are based on the Brundtland Commission‘s standard definition on 
transgenerational justice for human, economic, and social development within the restraints of the life 
support systems of the planet.
177
 
 
The UN claims that any country can preserve the environment while maintaining economic growth 
(to a certain limit, since infinite growth not possible). But to achieve SD requires the will and com-
mitment from all stakeholders, particularly at local level. And the UN stresses that this is especially 
true for cities in developing countries, which absorb most of the current and future global population 
growth and whose current total population accounts for 82% of the world population. Therefore 
growth is necessary to sustain and fulfil basic needs, but for prosperity it must be balanced against 
environmental sustainability.
178
 
 
 
11. Informality 
 
Street vendors in Mexico City; push-cart vendors in New York city; rickshaw pullers in Cal-
cutta; jitney drivers in Manila; garbage collectors in Bogotá; and roadside barbers in Durban. 
Those who work on the streets or in the open air are the most visible informal workers. Other 
informal workers are engaged in small shops and workshops that repair bicycles and motorcy-
cles; recycle scrap metal; make furniture and metal parts; tan leather and stitch shoes; weave, 
dye, and print cloth; polish diamonds and other gems; make and embroider garments; sort and 
sell cloth, paper, and metal waste; and more.
179
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The occupations in the informal economy worldwide are very diverse. The conditions of work and 
the level of earnings differ significantly not only from country to country, but also within countries by 
the sector of the economy, place of work, and status of employment and by social group and gender. 
And although they are different for ‗scavengers‘, homeworkers, street vendors, and informal white 
collar workers, ―those who work informally have one thing in common: they lack legal and social 
protection.‖180 
 
In recent times, the informal economy has received increased attention again across the globe. This 
partly stems from the phenomenon of a worldwide and ongoing expansion of the informal sector and 
its emergence in new guises and in unexpected places. For instance, beginning in the 1990s, globali-
sation of the economy led to the informalisation of the workforce in many industries and countries.
181
 
Another reason behind this considerable escalation is the great recession of the past years, that was 
triggered by the financial crisis in 2009. In addition to the aforementioned reasons, it is the acknowl-
edgement of the links between informality and growth on the one hand and the links between infor-
mality, poverty, and inequality on the other hand which have renewed the interest in the informal 
economy. Furthermore, Chen explains that ―[t]here is increased recognition that much of the informal 
economy today is integrally linked to the formal economy and contributes to the overall economy; 
and that supporting the working poor in the informal economy is a key pathway to reducing poverty 
and inequality.‖182 And it is understood better now that supporting poor women who are working in 
the informal economy is a key pathway to reducing women‘s poverty and gender inequality.183 
 
11.1 The concept of the informal: definitions 
 
Although its existence had been acknowledged for a long time, the perceptions of the informal sector 
as an economic reality have been quite different. Many ―experts‖ held the opinion that the informal 
sector was marginal or peripheral and not linked to the formal sector or to modern capitalist devel-
opment and that it would disappear in developing countries once these countries achieved sufficient 
levels of economic growth or modern industrial development. On the other side were observers who 
believed that it was possible that industrial development would develop in a different pattern in de-
veloping countries than it had in developed countries, and thus included the expansion of informal 
economic activities.
184
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Since the first investigations in the early 1970s, interest in the informal economy has been coming 
and going, but the concept has continued to prove useful to many policymakers, activists and re-
searchers: ―This is because of the significance of the reality that it seeks to capture: the large share of 
the global workforce that contributes significantly to the global economy, while remaining outside the 
protection and regulation of the state.‖185 
Figure 2: Typology of Formal and Informal Activities 
Formal income opportunities 
Public sector wages Private sector wages 
Transfer payments 
Pensions, unemployment benefits 
Informal income opportunities: legitimate 
Primary and second-
ary activities 
Tertiary enter-
prises with rela-
tively large capital 
inputs 
Small-scale distri-
bution 
Other services 
Private trans-
fer payments 
farmers + market gar-
deners, building/ con-
struction contractors, 
artisans, shoemakers, 
tailors, beer/alcohol 
brewers; waste pickers 
those who deal in 
housing + transport + 
utilities + commodity 
speculation, rentier 
activities 
market operatives, petty 
traders + street hawk-
ers, caterers in food + 
drink, bar attendants, 
carriers, commission 
agents + dealers 
musicians, launderers, 
photographers, shoe-
shiners, barbers, night-
soil removers, vehicle 
repair + other mainte-
nance workers, brokers 
+ middlemen; those 
who practice ritual 
services, magic, and 
medicine 
gifts, borrowing, 
goods between 
persons, beg-
ging 
Informal income opportunities: illegitimate 
Services Transfers 
hustlers and spivs, receivers of stolen goods, usurers + 
pawnbrokers, drug-pushers, prostitutes + pimps, smug-
glers; those who live off bribery, political corruption, protec-
tion rackets 
Petty theft (e.g. pickpockets), larceny (e.g. burglary + armed 
robbery), gambling 
Source: own table based on Hart‘s categorisation186 
 
Even though informal sectors have existed since the 19
th
 century, it was anthropologist Keith Hart 
who first engaged and shaped the concept of an ―informal sector‖ in 1971 while working in Accra, 
Ghana.
187
 He explored whether ―[…] the ‗reserve army of urban unemployed and underemployed‘ 
really constitute a passive, exploited majority in cities like Accra, or [whether] their informal eco-
nomic activities possess some autonomous capacity for generating growth in the incomes of the urban 
(and rural) poor?‖188 He replaced the distinction between a ―modern sector‖ of the urban economy on 
the one side and ―the low-productivity urban sector‖, ―the reserve army of underemployed and unem-
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ployed‖, as well as ―the urban traditional sector‖ on the other side by calling it a formal and informal 
sector (see fig. 2).
189
 
 
For a long time sidelined or ignored in (mainstream) politics, policy-making, and economics, the ne-
oliberal wave has pushed informality in a ―revolutionary‖ role in current macroeconomics: ―Among 
researchers, there is a base consensus that the 1980s crisis – during which informal-sector employ-
ment grew two to five times faster than formal-sector jobs – has inverted their relative structural posi-
tions, establishing informal survivalism as the new primary mode of livelihood in a majority of Third 
World cities.‖190 
 
To go one step back: to speak of an informal sector requires the existence of a formal sector, which is 
the result of institutionalisation through the state (i.e. an institutional framework for economic activi-
ty). In essence, the informal is a residual category – it comprises all that is non-formal. The informal 
sector includes politics and the economy. Thus the concept of informal can coexist with many theo-
ries of economic development. The informal economy (IE) is often associated with the poor and in 
particular the marginalised and immigrants, but it penetrates economies and societies on a whole. 
Although the IE sector grows in times of (worldwide) economic crises (i.e. recessions), the IE is not a 
phenomenon mainly in situation of crisis.
191
 The IE is also not to be equated with criminal activities, 
as it usually comprises of legal activities lacking formalisation, and it is not merely a synonym for 
poverty. It is a specific form of production (and exchange and consumption), and the IE and the FE 
are closely connected and interlinked. Hence, Castells and Portes define the IE as follows: 
The informal economy is thus not an individual condition but a process of income-generation 
characterized by one central feature: it is unregulated by the institutions of society, in a legal 
and social environment in which similar activities are regulated.
192
 
 
According to Castells and Portes the features of the IE are:  
(1) systematic linkages with the formal economy: the IE is often an integral part of the national econ-
omies, and not just an addition to the FE (dual economy). 
(2) the specific character of informal sector labour: the people employed in the informal sector often 
share specific characteristics in that they can be labelled downgraded labour (undocumented immi-
grants, ethnic minorities, women, children). 
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(3) the attitude of the state toward the informal sector: the existence of the IE is not possible without 
the collaboration of the state (through toleration or stimulation of informal economic activities).
193
 
 
In terms of the last feature it is worth noting that there are limits for what the state can do to steer and 
stimulate the (formal) economy, which explains why in developing countries with high unemploy-
ment rates and/or low incomes the IE is overwhelming. 
 
11.2  Theoretical approaches 
 
One can broadly divide contemporary theoretical approaches to informality into a neo-liberal and 
Marxist one. One of the prominent advocates of the neoliberal position is Hernando De Soto who 
maintains that it is government regulations which hinder development and the proper unfolding of 
capitalism, and that the informal economy is a response to excessive state regulations. He believes 
that the informal sector consists of micro-entrepreneurs who chose to operate informally because they 
want to avoid the costs and time of formalisation. And this will continue as long as government pro-
cedures are viewed as an obstacle. De Soto argues that the current government regulations regarding 
housing, transportation, and trade should be removed, and in their place, the dynamics operating in 
the informal economy should be allowed to clear the way for capitalism and free market activity, 
thereby creating a path of ―market-oriented reforms.‖194 One could call this approach ‗informalising 
the formal‘. 
 
He claims that Third World Cities are not so much starved of investment and jobs as suffering an 
artificial shortage of property rights. He even goes as far as to assert that the poor are actually rich, 
but that they are unable to access their wealth or to turn it into liquid capital because they do not pos-
sess formal deeds or property titles. The simple solution according to de Soto is the awarding of 
property rights, especially land titles, which would instantly create massive equity with little or no 
cost to government. Then a part of this new wealth can be turned into capital for micro-entrepreneurs, 
and therefore lead to job creation in the slum. As a result, the optimistic assertion is, the ―shantytowns 
would then become ‗acres of diamonds.‘‖195 However, critics argue that titling not only comes with 
rights, but also obligations. In this case, formalising would incorporate owners into the official city 
and therefore into the tax system. Furthermore, it would increase social differentiation in the slums 
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further, perhaps leaving a growing share of the population even further behind economically and so-
cially (those who do not own property or lose it).
196
 
 
Mike Davis argues that de Soto‘s view that ―this enormous population of marginalized laborers and 
ex-peasants is a frenzied beehive of proto-capitalists yearning for formal property rights and unregu-
lated competitive space‖197 as a semi-utopian view of the informal sector stems from a number of 
epistemological fallacies. For example, one cannot speak of one informal sector as a block opposed to 
the formal sector. The informal sector rather consists of an informal petty bourgeoisie and the infor-
mal proletariat. Moreover, there is a correlation between the decline of formal sector employment and 
the growth of the informal sector, where the ―micro-entrepreneurs‖ are displaced public-sector pro-
fessionals or laid-off skilled workers. 
 
In addition to that, most people in the informal economy are not fitting the image of the ―heroic self-
employed‖, but directly or indirectly work for someone else. In the example of informal waste recy-
cling, some waste pickers work for a small-scale recycling company (but are informally employed); 
and some small-scale recyclers have a contract with a big recycling company (like the plastics/paper 
recycler in Capricorn; see chapter IV). And the absence of formal rights, contracts, regulations, and 
bargaining power opens the doors for exploitation, not only between formal and informal, but also 
within the informal sector (women and children are especially vulnerable), going hand in hand with 
increasing inequality: 
One of the most telling pictures of this sector is the sight of the ―gentlemanly‖ owner of a gar-
bage shop, sitting in his well-ironed clothes by his gleaming motorcycle, amidst the piles of 
waste that the rag-pickers have painfully sorted out for him to profit from. Rags to riches, in-
deed!
198
 
 
The neoliberal view furthermore asserts that jobs are created in the informal sector by new divisions 
of labour; yet the reality is that existing work is splintered which in turn means that individual in-
comes are becoming smaller. 
De Sotan slogans simply grease the skids to a Hobbesian hell. Those engaged in informal-
sector competition under conditions of infinite labour supply usually stop short of a total war 
of all against all; conflict, instead, is usually transmuted into ethnoreligious or racial violence. 
The godfathers and landlords of the informal sector (invisible in most of the literature) intelli-
gently use coercion, even chronic violence to regulate competition and protect their invest-
ments.
199
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In the case of the skarrelaars, competition does not erupt into ethno-religious or racial violence, but if 
there is violence it is mainly directed against skarrelaars from the other side of the township (i.e. not 
people from the immediate ―neighbourhood‖) – also involving gang members – and the landfill secu-
rity or law enforcement (see chapter IV). 
 
De Soto‘s neoliberal view has also been criticised by Meagher and other scholars who hold that the 
privatisation process of public enterprises in Africa (starting with the Structural Adjustment Pro-
grammes in the 1980s) has led to a massive lay off of workers.
200
 The resulting economic growth 
however failed to create viable jobs, and because of this ―growth without development‖ people had to 
turn to informal activities for a living. South Africa has also failed to substantially curb unemploy-
ment, despite (essentially neoliberal) programmes like GEAR (Growth, Employment And Redistribu-
tion). Local industries that were not globally competitive retrenched workers or tried to adapt by re-
structuring to promote labour flexibilisation and informalisation in order to become more competi-
tive.
201
 The informal sector has therefore changed from being supplementary to the formal economy 
in providing employment and welfare to being the basis of livelihood for a significant proportion of 
the population who had lost their jobs or whose income is insufficient to maintain basic daily 
needs.
202
 One can in essence then say that it is not so much the formalisation of property as de Soto 
argues, but the formalisation of the rights and protection of labour that is the key. 
 
These different theoretical approaches to the informal economy are manifested in different schools of 
thought, and today one can distinguish between four dominant schools of thought in the debates on 
informality: the dualist, structural, legalist and the voluntarist school. The Dualist School goes back 
to the ILO World Employment Mission in Kenya in 1972. Informal activities were seen as autono-
mous activities with few (if any) links with the rest of the economy, forming a distinct separate sector 
of the economy. The informal workforce (assumed to be largely self-employed) consists of the less 
advantaged sector of a dualistic or segmented labour market. It views the reason behind informality in 
the exclusion from modern economic opportunities because of two imbalances: (1) between the popu-
lation growth and the growth of modern industrial employment; and (2) between people‘s skills and 
the structure of modern economic opportunities. The Structuralist School was founded by Manuel 
Castells and Alejandro Portes in 1989 (see above). It focuses on the relationships of production and 
argues that informality is a result of the nature of capitalism, and especially capitalist growth, in 
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which formal firms try to reduce costs and increase competitiveness by outsourcing work to the in-
formal sector. Consequently, for the Structuralists the informal and formal economies are intrinsically 
linked. Hernando De Soto‘s study of informality among rural-to-urban migrants in Lima, Peru, 
gained international fame in 1989 with the publication of his book The Other Path. It established the 
Legalist School, where de Soto claims that hostile reception, especially from the legal system, leads 
to informal activities and extralegal norms. In his definition, the informal sector consists of ―plucky‖ 
micro-entrepreneurs who choose to operate informally in order to avoid the costs, time and effort of 
formal registration and who need property rights to convert their assets into legally recognised assets. 
The latest offshoot, the Voluntarist School (as for instance proposed by Maloney in 2004), similarly 
to the legalist school focuses on the self-employed, especially micro-entrepreneurs, but does not 
blame the cumbersome registration procedures. Its causal theory maintains that the informal sector is 
a ―voluntary‖ choice, in which micro-entrepreneurs choose to operate informally after weighing the 
costs and benefits of formality against informality.
203
 
 
Summing up the characteristics of each school of thought, Martha A. Chen concludes that ―[g]iven 
the heterogeneity of the informal economy, there is merit to each of these perspectives as each school 
reflects one or another ‗slice of the (informal) pie.‘‖ For instance, the dualists focus on those engaged 
in traditional and survival activities; the structuralists on petty traders and producers as well as sub-
contracted workers; both the legalists and voluntarists on informal enterprises and entrepreneurs. She 
therefore asserts that ―the informal economy as a whole is more heterogeneous and complex than the 
sum of these perspectives would suggest.‖204 This is because some informal entrepreneurs choose, or 
volunteer, to work informally. On the other hand, informal employment tends to expand during eco-
nomic crises or downturns, which indicates that necessity (in addition to choice) drives informality. 
In addition, informalisation of employment relations is a feature of contemporary economic growth 
and the global economy. And lastly, the vast majority of the workforce in many developing countries 
has never had a formal job and has to rely on traditional or survival activities.
205
 From my own field-
work observations it also emerged that the reasons behind and features of informality can be found in 
a mix of the four schools of thought. Therefore in this dissertation  a holistic approach will be adopt-
ed, while recognising that the binary categorisation of formal-informal is not always helpful and in 
reality the two are sometimes intertwined (e.g. in the case of the local scrap dealers surveyed in this 
study; see chapters IV and V). 
 
                                                 
203 Chen, ‗The Informal Economy‘, pp. 4-6 
204 Ibid., p. 6 
205 Ibid. 
 
 
 
 
72 
 
11.3  The informal economy in Africa and the world  
 
As explained above, Keith Hart and the ILO were the first to describe the range of employment and 
income generating activity outside of formal enterprises they found in postcolonial African countries, 
thus the concept ―the informal sector‖ was first applied in Africa.206 Moreover, employment in the 
informal sector is an important livelihood strategy across the African continent, apart from a few 
countries that possess high levels of wage employment (e.g. South Africa and Mauritius).
207
 Because 
of this and because the selected case study is located on the continent, it seems appropriate to have a 
closer look on the IE in Africa, and to expose the similarities and differences to other regions in the 
world, especially in the Global South. 
 
Worldwide informal activities are on the increase (not only in developing countries but also in many 
industrialised countries). Today, another central driving force for informalisation apart from econom-
ic crises, is that it is part of a global restructuring strategy to defend formal sector profits (e.g. through 
cheaper wages).
208
 In the developed countries and Latin America the IE is primarily found in manu-
facturing, i.e. industrial subcontracting (―homeworkers‖) that feeds the FE.  
 
The IE in Africa differs from the IE in developed countries (and Latin America) in the way that the 
main feature in African informality is so-called ‗subsistence‘ informal economy. Economic actors 
have to resort to informal means of income generation because of the failure of the state to maintain 
its post-War role as guarantor of the reproduction of the working class.
209
 In many African countries 
the FE has fallen into a decline in the post-colonial period. In addition, the model of state-led devel-
opment has failed to generate an expanding and efficient modern sector and even if there was eco-
nomic growth it was often ―growth without development‖, i.e. the masses of the population hardly 
benefited from it. 
 
In times of economic crises (as it has been shown by Meagher for the late 1980s and early 1990s), the 
IE is growing. Meagher concludes that the more an economic crisis builds up, the more intense in-
formalisation will take place in Africa (but not only there).  This was (and still is) especially the case 
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when structural adjustment reforms are implemented, which promotes ―informal relations through the 
deinstitutionalization and decentralization of the economy.‖210 
 
11.4  The informal economy in South Africa 
 
The importance of the informal sector for the economies of developing countries has been shown by 
numerous empirical studies
211
. It is estimated that informal employment (excluding agriculture) ac-
counts for about 15% of employment in developed countries, and 48% in North Africa, 51% in Latin 
America, 65% in Asia and 72% in sub-Saharan Africa. This percentage rises to over 90% in India and 
many sub-Saharan countries if one includes employment in agriculture.
212
 In South Africa, informal 
employment makes up about 30% of non-agricultural employment (3.65 million people in 2007). The 
contribution of the informal sector to total income is 7.1%.
213
 However, it is estimated that informal 
wage employees in formal enterprises add another 4% to total incomes, which means that the infor-
mal economy‘s contribution to total incomes reaches 11.1% (without the agricultural sector it is still 
10.7% of the total). Home-based workers (900,000) and street vendors (500,000) are largest two sub-
groups of workers in informal employment. Waste collectors constitute a much smaller sub-group of 
workers in South Africa, with numbers ranging from 45,000 to 85,000 persons. It is difficult to assess 
who is a ‗specialised‘ waste picker and who is a ‗scavenger‘ and there have been no (nationwide) 
statistical surveys, hence the vague numbers.
214
   
 
In their 2007 study Langenhoven and Dyssel refer to data from the South African Yearbook, where it 
was estimated that there are more than 37 000 people earning a living ―by picking up cans for recy-
cling‖.215 A study undertaken in Durban at the Bisasar Road landfill site (apparently the biggest mu-
nicipal dump in Africa
216
) a little more than a decade ago came to the conclusion that more than R66 
000 worth of recyclables (totalling about 260 tons), were retrieved each month by about 300 to 400 
waste pickers who earned about R300 per family per month.
217
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In terms of gender, an approximately equal number of men and women are employed in the in-formal 
economy, but informal employment makes up a larger share of total employment among women than 
among men. In South Africa, informal workers can be found in a wide range of occupations, which 
are different for men and women in various employment categories. For example, in 2007 more than 
half of all non-agricultural informal wage employees were either employed in domestic work or ele-
mentary occupations (previously referred to as unskilled or manual labour)
218
. Women dominate do-
mestic work, while elementary occupations are held predominantly by men. Craft and related trade 
work and street-vending are the dominant activities in informal self-employment.
219
 Furthermore, 
there are substantial differences within informal work, depending on the type of activity, the industry 
of work, the nature of employment relations and their sustainability and income generating poten-
tial.
220
 
 
People working in the informal economy on average earn significantly less than people employed in 
South Africa‘s formal economy. Moreover, there are not only differences in income between formal 
and informal employment but within informal employment. Yet although the informally self-
employed have higher incomes than informal wage employees, their incomes are more irregular. In-
come distribution is also unequal with women on average earning a lower hourly rate than men.
221
 
 
Among the occupations in informal employment, high earnings opportunities are limited to a very 
small proportion of informal workers in professional jobs or in legislative or managerial positions. 
Thus the informal sector is generally characterised by low incomes, especially in domestic work and 
elementary occupations. Subdivisions within the categories of informal employment make the situa-
tion worse. In addition, barriers to entry and mobility may hinder individuals in low-earning informal 
activities from changing to informal or formal activities with higher earnings potential.
222
 
 
Although there has been a growing literature on its informal economy since South Africa‘s political 
transition in 1994, there is still much uncertainty, especially when it comes to waste pickers (see 
above). Studies concerned with trends have pointed out that both informal wage and self-employment 
have increased massively since 1994. There are for instance estimations that from 1997 to 2003 in-
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formal wage and self-employment has more than doubled.
223
 Two key factors behind the growth of 
the informal economy have been identified: Firstly, Apartheid restrictions on the operation of African 
enterprises were abolished and new policies have encouraged the formation of small, medium and 
micro-enterprises (SMMEs) after 1994. Secondly, growth in formal employment was comparatively 
slow, therefore the informal economy has had to absorb an increased supply of labour. The growth of 
the informal economy could, however, not keep up with the growing labour supply, which led to 
widespread unemployment – a trend which has intensified in the last few years. Overall the growth 
rate of informal employment has stagnated since 2000 with the absolute and relative size of the in-
formal economy even shrinking from 2001 to 2004. This trend of a contraction in the informal econ-
omy has continued until 2008.
224
 In the years from 2005 to 2007 informal employment fell from 3.96 
million to 3.65 million (see table 1). This contraction equally hit informal wage employees and the 
informally self-employed, regardless of gender and metro status.
225
 
 
Table 1: Number of persons in informal and formal employment, national sample 2005-2007:
226
 
 
 
Formal employees earned an hourly rate of R20.63 in 2007, making their hourly rates about three to 
four times of those of informal employees. Almost a third of the informal employees and 40% of the 
informally self-employed in the sample of the study were earning at most R500 a month. Moreover, 
                                                 
223 Ibid., p. 9 
224 There are no (more) recent data available. 
225 Wills, ‗South Africa‘s Informal Economy‘, p. 9 
226 Ibid., p. 13 
 
 
 
 
76 
 
the informally self-employed were more likely than informal employees to be earning very low 
amounts of at most R200 per month. On the other hand, a larger proportion of the informally self-
employed earned more than R2,500 per month.
227
 Altogether, the mean monthly earnings were higher 
on average among the informally self-employed at R1,242 per month compared to R946 per month 
for informal wage employees. These absolute numbers might not appear to be a substantial income, 
but both earnings were well above the poverty line (―cost of basic needs‖) of R593 per month in 2000 
prices. On the other hand, these higher earnings in informal self-employment must be put in perspec-
tive of the more dispersed earnings distribution in this category.
228
 The skarrelaars of the case study 
have a mean monthly income of just below or above the poverty line (minimum average R 534; max-
imum R600), as will be shown in more detail in chapter IV. 
 
The sections that comprise the majority of informal workers – domestic work and elementary occupa-
tions – income tends to be very low in terms of both hourly rates and monthly wages or salaries.229 
Informal workers generally have lower levels of educational attainment, with the majority never hav-
ing completed secondary school (i.e. are without Matric qualification), which was confirmed by the 
data of the case study. A mere 21% of informal workers have at least a completed secondary educa-
tion compared to almost 60% of formal workers. When it comes to tertiary education, only 4 per cent 
of informal workers had a degree or diploma compared to over a quarter of formal workers.
230
 
 
The worldwide expansion of the informal sector in the last decades has been linked to the rise of ne-
oliberalism as the hegemonic economic and political paradigm. In order to better understand these 
links, and how they impacted employment and the approach of cities to the poor, the next section will 
take a closer look at the concepts of neoliberalism and urban neoliberalism. 
 
 
12. Neoliberalism and the city 
 
12.1   Slums, townships, and the right to the city  
 
The place of the poor in a globalised, neoliberal, capitalist society has from the outset been the mar-
gins, manifested in their destined place to live: the city periphery. But not only are they spatially mar-
ginalised, but also economically. One direct outcome of economic neoliberalism and globalisation is 
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that ―the urban poor constitute a convenient surplus of low-cost and unregulated labour […].‖231 This 
is very convenient for the rest of society as they have a market to dump their unwanted goods on, and 
a reservoir of cheap labour to do the unpopular and the hard manual work. This guarantees good prof-
its, not only on a local but also on a global scale, because ―as unemployed masses, informal settle-
ment residents are largely superfluous to the formal, globalising (post)modern economy.‖232 While it 
is undeniable that a large part of inequality in present day South Africa is a legacy of the apartheid 
system (and colonialism), analysts have attributed most of the current widening of the wealth gap to 
the country‘s neoliberal macro-policy which opened up South African markets to global competi-
tion.
233
 
 
Another challenge the poor in the city face, is to be accepted as full and legitimate urban citizens. 
That city officials might not always be aware of the fact that they are, can be observed in a patronis-
ing approach or decision-making ‗in the interest of the poor‘ without consulting them. This leads crit-
ics like David Harvey to raise questions about ―the right to the city‖.234  
 
Apart from business, it is global agencies promote neoliberalism, which finds its expression in (eco-
nomically) competitive cities in the developing world. This can also be observed in the approach of 
global governance bodies (like the UN), that on the one hand promote human rights, but on the other 
hand (unintentionally) add to stigmatisation of poverty and informality by encouraging reductionist 
and symptom-oriented approaches to ‗better‘ the situation (like e.g. with the ‗Cities Without Slums‘ 
campaign as part of the Millennium Development Goals).
235
 
 
In their frenetic strive for urban competitiveness, city decision-makers are putting a great deal of en-
ergy in efforts of social control of the poor, and to discourage their move to the city.
 
One consequence 
of this has been the ‗militarisation‘ of urban space.236 This is an important process to bear in mind 
when dealing with the roots of the (violent) conflicts around reclaiming at landfill sites, particularly at 
Coastal Park (see chapters IV and V). 
 
Slums, and in South Africa‘s case townships (which are a historical relict), are stigmatised and per-
ceived as places of ―bad things‖ by people who do not live there (i.e. the suburban middle class). This 
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―other half‖ of the population in this different world is seen as being the breeding place of many ills 
and problems that trouble cities and societies, a situation that must be dealt with by authorities: 
Because informal settlements look different, many would say they are eyesore. What is more, 
because the residents are perceived to be the poorest members of society, and because living 
conditions are bad, they are typically labeled problem areas. If there is crime in the city, then 
the criminals are assumed to come from those areas. If there is disease, then the bad condi-
tions in these areas are responsible for providing the conditions in which it can spread. If we 
are to characterize the relationship between established authority and informal settlements, it 
is in terms of ―Us‖ and ―Them‖ […].  We follow the rules, we live in nice strong houses, we 
have roads and street lighting. We have children who are well behaved and go to school. We 
have regular jobs. The other half – they – live in squalid conditions. Their ragged children pes-
ter us for money and vandalize the place. They carry diseases and have lice. All the criminals 
live in those places. Their houses are dark and dangerous.
237
 
 
Martin and Mathema locate the blame for this stigmatisation in efforts of society and governments to 
obfuscate their failure by creating a false image, as slums ―are an indication not of the failure of those 
who live in them but rather that of the governments in performing the basic functions they are meant 
to, and of society at large.‖238 
 
12.2  The neoliberal project: an overview of theory and practice 
 
The word ―neoliberalism‖ has been used and abused widely in political debates across the world since 
its emergence in the late 1970s. It is beyond the scope and not the aim of this dissertation chapter to 
engage in detail with these debates or to investigate the concept in depth. However, since neoliberal-
ism is the political-economic paradigm that has (re-)shaped world economics and policies in many 
countries, one cannot ignore its implications for the poor and marginalised. Moreover, as briefly 
touched on in the previous section, it provides a lens through which one can explain the growth of the 
informal sector (both as a good and bad thing), and one where informal workers are seen as ―heroes‖ 
(entrepreneurs) rather than victims or people without choice (whether this is appropriate or not). The 
point here is that neoliberalism is the framework within one has to see the development of policies of 
states and cities across the globe. This dissertation holds that neoliberalism is the underlying ideology 
that informs the policies and practices which everything but pro-poor (esp. in the long run). In addi-
tion to this hegemony of neoliberal thinking that informs policies and programmes globally, in South 
Africa and the CCT, the City‘s attitude towards informality is an old-fashioned and racist desire for 
social control of unruly (black) poor people, implemented now through neo-liberal techniques of 
governance. One of the main features of this neoliberal approach (apart from economic rationalities), 
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is a shift of responsibility towards communities and local peoples who are supposed to become more 
active, engaged and responsible for their own economic development and wellbeing. It therefore 
seems necessary to provide a short overview of what neoliberalism is, what its aims and what the 
consequences are.  
 
As indicated in the previous section, the rise of informality is seen as linked to the emergence of neo-
liberal capitalism, or neo-liberalism. David Harvey describes the essence of this paradigm as follows:  
Neoliberalism is a theory of political economic practices proposing that human well-being 
can best be advanced by the maximization of entrepreneurial freedoms within an institution-
al framework characterized by private property rights, individual liberty, unencumbered 
markets, and free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional frame-
work appropriate to such practices.
239
  
 
Neoliberalism finds its (clearest) expression in liberal democracies (although certain neoliberal poli-
cies are also implemented in states with other forms of government), and one of its key features is 
privatisation of state services and property. The freedom that is proposed is basically about free trade. 
The arguments behind neoliberal reforms were that too much state regulation, inflexible bureaucra-
cies, a bloated public sector, ‗unsustainable‘ welfare expenditure and too little competition hinder 
economic development. For a prosperous future, economies and societies have to be made ‗fit‘ in 
order to prevail in a globalised world in which everyone would benefit from free trade. 
 
David McDonald explains that neoliberalism can be identified based on specific policies like fiscal 
restraint, privatisation, market liberalisation or export-oriented growth. Since this is not a static affair 
but an ―ongoing, and internally contradictory process of market-driven sociospatial transformation‖240 
he proposes that it would better be called ―neoliberalization‖, which can come in different forms. Ne-
oliberal ideas have been incorporated on all levels in liberal democracies and its features are supposed 
to signal modern governance: 
Neoliberalism has become a hegemonic signifier for ―best-practice‖ governance, diffusing 
from a gleam in Friedrich Hayek‘s eye to become everyday discourse and practice. […] At 
scales ranging from the supranational to the municipal, good governance is now widely ac-
cepted as entailing ―neo-Schumpeterian‖ economic policies favouring supply-side innovation 
and competitiveness; decentralisation, devolution, and attrition of political governance; dereg-
ulation and privatization of industry, land and public services; and replacing welfare with 
‖workfarist‖ social policies. This policy agenda has diffused over space and across scales with 
remarkable speed, displacing long-running and apparently deep-rooted welfare and interven-
tionist state agendas in nations and cities alike. A neoliberal subjectivity also has emerged that 
normalizes the logics of individualism and entrepreneurialism, equating individual freedom 
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with self-interested choices, making individuals responsible for their own well-being, and re-
defining citizens as consumers and clients.
241
 
 
Moreover, for opponents, Globalisation is seen as the evil brought about by neoliberal reforms, and 
implemented by the ―villains‖ World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), especially 
with their Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs): 
The countries the Fund [IMF] instructs must place the control of inflation ahead of other eco-
nomic objectives; immediately remove their barriers to trade and the flow of capital; liberalise 
their banking systems; reduce government spending on everything except debt repayments; 
and privatise the assets which can be sold to foreign investors. These happen to be the policies 
which best suit predatory financial speculators. They have exacerbated almost every crisis the 
IMF has attempted to solve.
242
 
 
This has plunged many countries, particularly in the Global South, into economic crises and depend-
ency from the creditors. These countries have to subject their national policies to international ap-
proval, which in essence means that international institutions, which have no accountability links to 
the populations, can remodel a nation according to their gusto, instead of the (democratically) elected 
governments pursuing their (election) programme. National budgets are often strained by high debt 
repayments, leaving little room for large-scale expenditures in the national economy or social pro-
grammes. 
 
In Planet of Slums, the critical assessment of the contemporary state of cities, Mike Davis argues that 
capitalism, and especially its neoliberal offshoot, which was forced upon the Global South through 
SAPs from the 1970s on, creates an urban world dominated by slums.
243
 People who are pushed to 
the margins of urban life have to live in often precarious sanitary and health circumstances, and to 
fight for daily survival by taking every livelihood option that gapes. 
 
The way in which 1970s neoliberalism significantly differs from liberal pursuits of the 19
th
 century is 
that it attempts to drive back the state more than ever before, and that it is now a global project ―ac-
cepted by elites and mainstream political parties in varying forms almost everywhere around the 
world, and implemented at scales ranging from municipal to supranational authorities.‖244 Davis goes 
as far as to say that structural adjustment in the form of ―the brutal tectonics of neoliberal globaliza-
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tion since 1978‖ has and is remodeling societies similar to the fundamental reshaping of human fu-
tures in the course of late-Victorian imperialism (1870-1900), which created a ‗Third World‘ in the 
first place.‖245 
One consequence of liberalisation is the collapse of formal urban employment in the developing 
world and the rise of the informal sector. Along with this, the hopes and promises associated with 
urbanization of being places of growth and prosperity, ―the cities have become a dumping ground for 
a surplus population working in unskilled, unprotected and low-wage informal service industries and 
trade.‖246  
 
12.3  Urban neoliberalism and neoliberal urbanism 
 
McDonald holds that cities have become centres of neoliberal policy implementation and innovation 
over the last two decades, they are thus at the forefront of neoliberalisation. From a South African 
perspective, cities are ―[…] a key terrain on which some of the most intense contradictions of the 
neo-liberal post-apartheid order are taking shape.‖247 The most important reasons behind this are that 
cities are where most people live and work, that they are the central places of capital accumulation 
and growth today, and it is also easier to achieve this (by policy implementation) in a city than na-
tionwide.  
 
The new thing about the neoliberal city is that it is above all conceptualised as an entrepreneurial city, 
and therefore ―directing all its energies to achieving economic success in competition with other cit-
ies for investments, innovations, and ‗creative classes‘.‖248 Furthermore, municipal bureaucracies are 
more and more replaced by professionalised quasi-public agencies tasked with promoting economic 
development, privatising urban services, and catalysing competition among public agencies. As a 
consequence, decisions are not so much based on missions of service, equity, and social welfare any 
longer, but on cost-benefit calculations.
249
 
 
Policies within (urban) neoliberalism have the aim to attract (foreign) investment, thus cities have to 
be made internationally competitive. This is why according to McDonald not only politicians and 
policymakers in Cape Town, but also business leaders and the media, have become fixated with the 
idea of being a ‗world city‘. This ideological and economical path leads to what McDonald calls the 
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―world city syndrome‖.250 The consequences of this desire to be or become a world city are intensi-
fied globalisation and growing socio-spatial and economic inequalities.
251
 McDonald argues that 
Cape Town is a world city, because it is a capitalist city, and in particular a neoliberal city:
252
 ―Cape 
Town may have been the most ‗liberal‘ city in South Africa under apartheid, but it is exactly this lib-
eralism that has made it such a neoliberal place today.‖253  
 
It is clear then that the neoliberal wave has washed away many ―welfarist‖ policies, and has pushed 
the world into an experiment in which countries, cities and the individual are exposed to increased 
competition. If there is economic growth, the poor seldom benefit from it. The state (and municipali-
ties) retreats more and more, (formal) job creation is largely left in the hands of the market. This 
leaves an increasing section of the population left behind, in both north and south. However, devel-
oped countries to cushion the effects (e.g. high unemployment), whereas in poorer countries the poor 
struggle for daily survival. One result is the growth of the informal sector and the increased segmen-
tation of labour. 
 
In the case of South Africa in the post-apartheid era the redistribution promises have proved hard to 
fulfil and the patterns of inequality created during the years of apartheid continue to exist. Redistribu-
tion was one of the main aims as established in the new constitution and materialised in the equity-
oriented Reconstruction and Development Program (RDP) of 1994, the ANC government abandoned 
this already two years later and replaced it with the growth-oriented Growth Employment and Redis-
tribution (GEAR) strategy in 1996. The aim of GEAR is to achieve growth through the neoliberal 
reforms of more freedom of the market, less regulation of international trade, more integration into 
the global economy and the restructuring of the state to facilitate those processes. Studies have shown 
that the adoption of the neoliberal GEAR framework by the post-apartheid government has perpetuat-
ed great divides in terms of access to basic urban amenities like waste collection, water, electricity, 
shelter and transportation between different population groups, and has regenerated the casual labour 
markets created under the apartheid government.
254
 The example of waste collection in Cape Town, 
with services outsourced to private companies, illustrates the ways in which the cost recovery agenda 
of the neoliberal state perpetuates the key legacies of the apartheid state: both the apartheid and the 
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neoliberal post-apartheid governments of South Africa have actively fostered the same dual labor 
market of formal and secure, versus casual and insecure jobs.
255
 
 
Considered in respect of waste recycling, and the case of the Muizenberg landfill site in particular, 
the different theoretical perspectives outlined in the previous sections would locate the tensions be-
tween the skarrelaars and city management either in restrictive state policies that constrain popular 
entrepreneurship, or in the partial privatisation of recycling and the exclusion of informal reclaiming. 
It appears that in South Africa the formal economy is indeed too restrictive towards the IE: people are 
trying to make a living but the bureaucratic process is an obstacle (e.g. difficult and slow licensing 
process to register a business, see the examples of the scrap dealers in Chapters IV and V). However, 
it has been argued above that the CCT is a neoliberal city. If it was a neoliberal city a la de Soto, it 
should actually mean less regulation. In other words, the agenda would be one of informalising the 
formal – but this is not the case The contradiction can be explained by the fact that neoliberalism does 
not mean a complete retraction of the state from the economy, but to create conditions in which capi-
talism can flourish. Moreover, in Cape Town neoliberal policies are implemented top-down in com-
bination with old apartheid-style control of the poor in order to not jeopardise its ambition to be a 
‗world city‘ that aims to attract international tourists and global capital. 
 
The next section will investigate the framework conditions for waste pickers in South Africa and in-
ternationally in more detail. 
 
 
13. Waste pickers: International perspective 
 
After the brief introduction of waste pickers in developing countries in the previous chapter, this sec-
tion will provide a more in-depth profile of the waste pickers and an overview of responses of the 
state to this worldwide phenomenon in policy and practice. Then two countries of the Global South 
have been selected as examples, namely India in Asia and Brazil in Latin America. Some of the 
world‘s largest dumpsites are situated in these countries, ―home‖ to legions of informal waste pickers 
and recyclers. Moreover, Brazil, India and South Africa are members of BRICS, an association of 
developing countries (emerging economies) with fast growing economies (the other two states being 
Russia and China), which share some common goals. Afterwards, the situation in South Africa will 
be sketched, by also drawing comparisons to the international examples in terms of the nature and 
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extent of waste picking, the situation of the waste pickers and whether the state is enforcing anti-
scavenging laws, tolerating the salvagers or even supporting them (e.g. by encouraging the formation 
of cooperatives). 
 
13.1  Waste pickers in developing countries 
 
A review of the literature on the one hand shows an increase in the amount of research and studies on 
waste pickers within the last decade – in particular in Africa – compared to the 1980s and the 1990s. 
On the other hand it shows the deficits of countries like South Africa when it comes to acknowledg-
ing the contribution of reclaimers towards Solid Waste Management as well as their recognition in 
public policy. 
 
Martin Medina maintains that although waste picking in the developing world occurs in quite differ-
ent settings, there are distinct patterns. One general feature of the waste pickers seems to be that they 
are often poor immigrants from rural areas, who collect materials in a variety of places such as dumps 
and landfills, streets and even canals and rivers. Their incentive and adaptation to collect certain ma-
terials is not based on environmental considerations, but follows market demand.
256
 (This is very dif-
ferent from the middle classes, whose motivation for recycling derives from environmental and health 
concerns.) In countries where there is no formal municipal system in place the principal economic 
motivation might thus not be the fee that can be charged for providing the service, but rather the in-
come that can be made from sorting and recycling the collected waste (e.g. in case of the Zabbaleen 
in Cairo).
257
 
 
Although waste pickers might choose this type of work for a living, there are underlying factors that 
limit their degree of agency. Medina names poverty resulting from underdevelopment, the inability or 
unwillingness of individuals to obtain other forms of employment, as well as industrial demand for 
inexpensive raw materials as the main causes behind people having to resort to waste picking.
258
 One 
of the problems thus far is that only in a few countries in Asia and Latin America have authorities 
begun to understand the social, economic and environmental benefits of the recycling activities car-
ried out by waste pickers. It is no surprise then that waste reclaiming is repeatedly ignored when 
SWM policies and plans are designed, or if it is considered in SWM plans, that one of the objectives 
is typically its elimination. This brings Medina to the conclusion that as long as poverty and industrial 
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demand for materials persist, waste picking will very likely continue to exist. Moreover, he points out 
that official efforts to eradicate waste picking have been unsuccessful and have caused further deteri-
oration in the working and living conditions of waste pickers. In addition to the often hostile envi-
ronment created by authorities, reclaimers are faced with health risks and are vulnerable to exploita-
tion by middlemen. Forming cooperatives is seen as one of the ways for waste pickers to gain more 
rights and to reduce their vulnerability for exploitation, and NGOs are seen to provide important as-
sistance in this process. This need for waste pickers in developing countries to organise and form co-
operatives has been stressed by a number of studies.
259
 However, without the support of local authori-
ties it will be hard or impossible for waste pickers to improve their situation.
260
  
 
Wilson et al. list four main categories of informal waste recycling in cities with a formal, municipal 
waste collection and disposal system, which depends on where and how material recovery takes 
place: 
(a) Itinerant waste buyers: Waste collectors who often go from door to door, collecting sorted 
dry recyclable materials from householders or domestic servants, which they buy or barter and 
then transport to a recycling shop of some kind. Apart from their labour, they invest capital to 
acquire and run a vehicle. This activity is widespread all over the world. […]. China, in par-
ticular, is highly dependent on this mode of informal recycling. 
(b) Street waste picking: Secondary raw materials are recovered from mixed waste thrown on 
the streets or from communal bins before collection. 
(c) Municipal waste collection crew: Secondary raw materials are recovered from vehicles 
transporting [municipal solid waste] to disposal sites. This practice is widespread, e.g. in Mex-
ico, Colombia, Thailand and the Philippines. 
(d) Waste picking from dumps: Waste pickers/scavengers sort through wastes prior to being 
covered […]. This is often associated with communities that live in shacks, built from waste 
construction materials, on or near the dump. Scavenging at dumps occurs in cities throughout 
the economically developing world including Manila, Mexico City, Cape Town, Bangalore, 
Guadelajara, Rio de Janeiro, Dar es Salaam, Guatemala City and many others.
261
 
 
There are of course some variations of these basic categories, which brings Medina to distinguish 
between eleven categories. These are basically sub-categories of the aforementioned ones, or refer to 
distinct places of waste picking (e.g. canals, rivers).
262
 The basic patterns and assumptions outlined 
here provide the framework for the following sections on waste picking in the selected countries.  
 
Waste pickers are central actors in the informal economy and bring widespread benefits to their 
communities, their municipalities, and the environment. Moreover, in many countries, reclaimers 
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deliver the only form of SWM. Thus, waste pickers in many developing countries undertake services 
that otherwise would not be provided, because the governments are incapable or unwilling to make 
them available. However, they often face low social status, deplorable living and working conditions, 
and little support from local governments.
 
The ILO estimates that 15 to 20 million persons worldwide 
make a living from recycling waste. The majority of these people can be found in developing coun-
tries, where about one percent of the urban workforce is engaged in recycling and thus generating an 
income from materials that someone else has thrown away.
263
 Yet, despite taking over services that 
the municipality should provide, waste pickers are not municipal employees but self-employed work-
ers. Through their efforts of retrieving, collecting, sorting, dismantling, breaking down, and some-
times washing the collected materials, they turn these into commodities that can be sold as raw mate-
rial to manufacturing industries. This links the waste pickers into the materials supply chain of the 
various industries. In other words, they contribute to national productivity and income. And although 
waste pickers and itinerant waste buyers are not always among the poorest section of the population 
in terms of income, they are generally among the most vulnerable, socially excluded and discriminat-
ed against populations in urban areas.
264
 
 
The different levels of vulnerability follow the hierarchy in the value chain, which has been aptly 
depicted by Wilson et al. in the following table: 
Table 2: Hierarchy of informal sector recycling
265
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At the bottom are individual waste pickers, who are the most vulnerable as they do not have an organ-
ised supportive network. Moreover, they only have limited capacity for processing or storing materi-
als and are easily exploited. Slightly better off are waste pickers who are part of family-type units, 
which are a regular sight on dumpsites and in general where waste collection is provided by the in-
formal sector. The downside, however, is that this often involves vulnerable individuals such as 
women, children and the elderly and exposes them to increased health risks. The need for their labour 
often means that children are unable to attain a formal education. On the other hand, the advantage of 
family-organised activities is the reduction of individual vulnerability by providing a level of social 
and economic support. The skarrelaars in Hillview and Capricorn fall within these two categories at 
the bottom of the hierarchy. Wilson et al. conclude that organising and training informal recyclers 
into micro and small enterprises (MSEs) is a very effective way to upgrade their ability to add value 
to collected materials, and forming cooperatives is also a way to improve their situation.
266
 
 
Overall it can be said that informal waste pickers are increasingly subject of systematic research and 
studies, although often confined to local and regional examples. Because of the importance and size 
of India‘s informal waste sector, and advances in policy and recognition it has attracted researchers 
and a significant amount of studies have been conducted thus far, some of which will be presented in 
the following section. 
 
13.2  India 
 
Indians on average consume relatively few resources compared to citizens from the developed world, 
but the sheer size of the country‘s population means that even today huge amounts of waste are gen-
erated. The capital Delhi with its 15 million inhabitants alone had to deal with around 8,300 tons of 
waste per day in 2012.
267
 Despite the masses of waste, formal SWM is the exception rather than the 
rule, although waste collection in India has a long tradition. From the 17
th
 century on goods like 
bones, rags and paper were collected. And although historically SWM was the responsibility of mu-
nicipal bodies, it is the large army of the waste pickers who are the backbone of SWM today.
268
 Thus, 
in the absence of a large-scale system of garbage removal and recycling, the task is undertaken main-
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ly by the informal sector.
269
 What makes matters worse in Delhi (and other cities) is that the city 
struggles with poor infrastructure, corrupt bureaucracy and poor planning, which means the few offi-
cial facilities for dealing with the trash are inadequate.
270
 Waste pickers and collectors therefore play 
a key role in keeping Delhi clean. Moreover, according to advocacy group Chintan they save the city 
government 1,500,000 rupees ($30,000) every day. Although without them rubbish would not be col-
lected, sorted or recycled, they remain a marginalised section of society and government benefits fail 
to reach them.  
 
Most of the pickers belong to religious minorities or lower Hindu castes, especially to the former ―un-
touchable‖ castes. 271 According to researchers, about one percent of the urban population in India is 
active in the informal recycling sector.
272
 Thus, estimations for the number of ―ragpickers‖ in India 
range from 1.7
273
 to two million
274
 people. Delhi alone is home to 40-50,000 waste pickers
275
, which 
is roughly the estimated total for South Africa (see section on informal economy in SA). 
 
In India one can distinguish between ‗pickers‘, who pick up waste thrown away in public places such 
as streets and parks, and ‗collectors‘, who walk from door to door to buy waste from households, 
shops and restaurants. Both groups form the bottom layer of the urban informal sector, but it is the 
pickers who are the poorest of the poor, being barely able to eke out a living. Collectors are a little bit 
better off and make a living at the fringe of poverty. Like in other developing countries, despite their 
low social standing, both groups make valuable contributions to society by converting unusable waste 
into productive resources and by cleaning the city at the same time.
276
 
 
Overall, there is a clear hierarchy in the Indian informal waste sector. It is socially stratified in a pyr-
amid with scrap collectors (waste pickers and itinerant waste buyers) at the bottom and re-processors 
at the top, and with various actors such as retailers, stockists and wholesalers occupying the strata in 
between. Upward mobility is possible, with the majority of retailers being former waste pickers who 
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managed to accumulate some capital to take up an activity higher up the ladder.
277
 In Delhi, for ex-
ample, it is often the migrants from the rural eastern parts of the country who turn to waste picking 
for a start after they arrived in the city. Becoming a collector is more difficult, as some capital for 
initial investment is necessary; and because the labour markets for pickers and collectors are seg-
mented by ethnicity.
278
 
 
Although waste collection and distribution activities are attributed to a low social status in India asso-
ciated with the low castes, they contribute considerably to the economic well-being of the society. 
Not only does waste collection provide an income for migrants from rural areas, (which is considera-
bly higher than earnings in their home villages), but their activities also add to the incomes of waste 
generators like households and informal businesses. In addition, the recyclers reduce public costs for 
disposing wastes and help in the conservation and improvement of the city‘s environment, as less 
waste ends up in public spaces and landfills.
279
 One study estimated that the total social value added 
from waste marketing activities (including the incomes of the recyclers and waste producers as well 
as the budget saving of the city administration) in the City of Delhi added up to Rs 3,587 million per 
year (then US $74 million).
280
 Moreover, one has to bear in mind that the contribution of the pickers 
and collectors to the society and environment can not be measured in monetary terms alone, as they 
increase the general well-being of the population. 
 
Before the waste ends up on one of Delhi‘s three dumpsites, the collectors who collect the garbage 
directly from homes and businesses have already gone through it. Then the ragpickers who live on or 
near the sites will rummage through the remains on the dumpsites. There they are exposed to health 
risks, because significant amounts of methane gas and toxic leachate amongst other things escape 
from the sites. In addition, spontaneous combustions cause noxious fumes.
281
 The most common 
health problems suffered by the pickers on the dumpsite, who are regularly ill for a few days every 
month, are fever, vomiting, diarrhoea, skin rashes, and the like.
282
 
 
The advocacy group Chintan estimates the total number of people working on the Ghazipur landfill in 
New Delhi at more than 1,000. This is about five to six times the number of people on the Muizen-
berg site, and like there, many pickers walk from their nearby shanty homes made from plastic sheets 
to the landfill. At Ghazipur they however can start in the morning and work until dark. The incomes 
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are however not so different (even lower in Ghazipur). One family for example explained how they 
earn just 1000 rupees (US$20) a week, with most of it spent on food and water.
283
 
 
Most pickers are not organised, and thus are struggling with many obstacles and problems. One chal-
lenge for instance is that authorities often bar them from landfill sites and garbage collection areas, 
which translates into a loss of income and livelihood for them.
284
 Here one can draw parallels to the 
case study of the Coastal Park landfill, where access for the skarrelaars is officially prohibited and in 
practice very restricted (see Chapter IV). 
 
In Bangalore, where waste pickers are key players in the city‘s waste management efforts like in Del-
hi, they were provided with identity cards in 2011 by NGO Hasiru Dala to improve their situation 
(because of higher levels of acceptance) and so that citizens can recognise them as being registered 
pickers. Thus far 4000 recyclers have joined the organization. Moreover, Hasiru Dala lobbied for 
waste picking to be recognised as a profession calling ragpickers ―silent environmentalists / green 
workers‖285 In addition, the NGO also educates pickers to make their work more efficient and safer. 
 
The city of Pune was among the first municipalities in India to authorise waste pickers and itinerant 
waste buyers to collect recyclables by endorsing their photo-identity cards.
286
 A study found that each 
waste picker in Pune contributed US$5 worth of free labour to the municipality every month. Moreo-
ver, altogether the municipality saved US$316,455 in municipal waste transport costs. The total in-
come of all waste pickers in Pune adds up to US$2.25 million per year. The importance of the recy-
clers in terms of resource recovery and sustainability is reflected in the almost 118,000 tonnes of ma-
terial that was recovered by the informal sector annually, diverting 22% of the recyclables away from 
landfills in 2006.
287
 
 
About 8000 people in Hyderabad make a living as waste pickers. The Jawaharnagar municipal dump 
on the outskirts of Hyderabad is similar to the CPL site in terms of restricted access. The gates are 
locked after 7am and thus pickers must get in and out before that time, leaving them about one to two 
hours for the collection of materials. The reason why city authorities started to lock the gates to re-
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strict access is because the dump site has proven to be dangerous. Within one year, six waste-pickers 
had been buried and killed by a sudden avalanche of refuse.
288
 In addition to the 8000 waste pickers, 
there are another 7,000 recognised waste pickers working for the Greater Hyderabad Municipal Cor-
poration (GHMC). Like in other Indian cities, the GHMC has handed over management of the city‘s 
rubbish to Ramky Enviro Engineers, a waste management company which already runs 14 waste 
management facilities across India, which will burn the waste to produce electricity with a gas-based 
power plant. Even if the waste pickers are taken on by the new employer, there earnings might 
plummet to less than half of what they made as ―free-roaming‖ waste pickers.289 Going back to the 
section on neoliberal urban policies, this is a vivid example of how the livelihoods of the poor are 
threatened by these privatisations.  
 
This situation is made worse by the discrepancy between ―technological progress‖ and the needs of 
the poor, which can be observed in the case of India‘s waste pickers as well. In an attempt to satisfy 
the growing demand for electricity and to reduce the amount of waste that ends up on landfills, au-
thorities have turned to build more and more waste incineration plants. In Delhi for example, in total 
nearly 300,000 people are engaged in waste collection, sorting and recycling, which means that incin-
erators take away their livelihood.
290
 Studies have shown the negative consequences of this moderni-
sation process for the waste pickers in local examples.
291
  
 
One consequence of this development is that waste-worker communities in Brazil, Colombia, South 
Africa and India have mobilised to campaign against the idea of burning waste, pointing out the im-
portance of the landfills for their livelihoods. What makes their situation worse, however, is that the 
UN have been encouraging incinerator projects that burn waste as one of the measures to combat cli-
mate change, as rotting waste produces the harmful greenhouse gas methane, and to produce ener-
gy.
292
 In response the Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives (GAIA) was formed, which is a 
worldwide alliance of more than 600 non-profit organisations. It contests waste disposal by incinera-
tion and campaigns for increased recycling by waste-pickers.
293
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Nonetheless, waste workers demand access to the United Nations‘ $30 billion Green Climate Fund (a 
fund to be set up by the developed countries to help the developing world shouldering costs of cli-
mate change) for their role in mitigating climate change by recovering recyclable materials from 
waste.
294
 
But in a world where ―big‖ and technological solutions are the paradigm of the time, it seems that the 
waste pickers increasingly fight a losing battle. This is reflected in the statements of the proponents of 
the waste-to-energy projects which emphasise that India‘s growing population, changing consump-
tion patterns and urban boom have created a waste problem that must be tackled in a scientific man-
ner. They suggest to integrate some of the waste workers into the processing activities of the plants; 
but in the light of the size of this workforce any effort to mainstream them is often just a drop in the 
ocean. For example, in a project in the central city of Nagpur a mere 70 people out of a total of 1,700 
waste workers in the city have been given jobs to collect waste. However, burning all the waste, in-
cluding the estimated 30% of recyclable material, raises questions about sustainability.
295
 
 
13.3  Brazil 
 
Brazil shares some commonalities with South Africa. For instance, both countries are locomotives for 
economic development on their continents, but both also struggle with high levels of poverty and are 
among the most unequal societies in the world (although inequality in Brazil has decreased sharply in 
the last decade while South Africa‘s level of inequality has remained on a high level).296 As is true for 
India and most of the developing world, increasing consumption of goods has generated a huge vol-
ume of waste in Brazil. Thus far Brazil is the only country that systematically captures data and keeps 
statistics on waste pickers. 
 
Historically, waste pickers in Brazil collected organic material for feeding animals. Garbage picking 
and pig farming was only later gradually replaced by waste recovery when recyclable materials such 
as plastic waste, scrap metal etc. were collected. For decades people performed this informal collec-
tion of recycling materials in two main ways: it was either street dwellers engaged in street waste 
picking activities by using trash bags, which they found on the roadside or took from offices and 
shops; or it was people picking waste at open dumps in major cities.
297
 Because they lacked the mon-
ey to go home at the end of a working day and because they had no means to store their collected 
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materials (like the skarrelaars of Coastal Park), street waste pickers were forced to live in improvised 
cardboard shacks since they could not leave their material unguarded. Their use of public space as a 
workplace and a home, resulted in many problems, especially because the street pickers were seen as 
people who ‗dirtied the city‘ with their activity. Not surprisingly they were treated as ‗part of the rub-
bish‘ and were regularly expelled from the wayside to ‗beautify the city‘. As part of these cleaning 
actions their materials were often confiscated. On the other hand, waste pickers at the open dumps 
were socially ‗invisible‘ since their ‗workplace‘ is usually out of sight on the periphery of the cit-
ies.
298
 (This similar to Muizenberg, where the landfill is enclosed by townships and part of a nature 
reserve and thus largely sealed off from the public eye, esp. the middleclass).  
 
This for both sides unsatisfactory situation eventually led to the formation of municipal recycling 
scheme partnerships between many waste picker organisations and local governments in Brazil. Rela-
tions are regulated with specifically designed contracts, covenants and arrangements, adapted to local 
circumstances. Recycling is formally assigned to cooperatives of informal recyclers and recycling 
centres in some cities. Additionally, they often receive subsidies from the municipality and are some-
times combined with public-private-partnerships.
299
 
 
Thus waste picking in Brazil evolved from individual recyclers largely working on their on streets or 
dumpsites to more varied arrangements in recent times. According to Sonia Dias of WIEGO, three 
types of waste pickers can be distinguished today: there is (1) the unorganised or autonomous waste 
picker who makes a living picking or buying recyclable materials on the streets or in waste dumps 
and selling it to junk shops; then there are (2) the organised waste pickers who are members of coop-
eratives and associations; and lastly (3) those waste pickers who have a contract and mostly work in 
junk yards or in the metallurgic industrial sector, but also in the public municipal sector or in associa-
tions and cooperatives.
300
 
 
The Brazilian ragpickers (catadores de lixo in Portuguese) – like their counterparts in cities across the 
Global South – collect, separate, classify, and sell all types of recyclable materials.301 The data for the 
number of waste pickers in Brazil vary significantly. In a 2003 study it was estimated that there are 
500,000 waste pickers in Brazil
302
. Data collected by Brazil‘s official statistical system a few years 
later counted just over 250,000 people engaged in waste picking, of which 11,781 had a formal con-
                                                 
298 Ibid. 
299 Ibid., p. 12 
300 Sonia M. Dias, ‗Statistics on Waste Pickers in Brazil‘, WIEGO Statistical Brief, No. 2, 2011, p. 2 
301 M. C. da Silva, A. G. Fassa, C. E. Siqueira, and D. Kriebel, ‗World at Work: Brazilian Ragpickers‘, Occupational and 
Environmental Medicine, Vol. 62, No. 10, 2005, pp. 736-740, here: p. 736 
302 Ibid. 
 
 
 
 
94 
 
tract.
303
 The president of the Jardim Gramacho Cooperative of Collectors, Sebastian Carlos dos San-
tos, stated in 2012 that there are about one million catadores all across Brazil.
304
 One explanation for 
the discrepancy in numbers might be that the official statistic does not include all waste pickers; or 
that the number of catadores has increased significantly in the last half decade, in particular since the 
start of the worldwide economic crisis (although it did not hit Brazil as hard as other countries) . 
 
Following data from Brazil‘s environment ministry, which revealed that only 18% of the country‘s 
recycling is done as part of a formal program, means most recycling is done by catadores.
305
 For in-
stance, in 2008 nearly 92% of aluminium and 80% of cardboard was recycled in the country. When 
one takes into consideration that only 7% of municipalities had implemented official source-
segregation schemes, it becomes clear that it is for the most part the catadores Brazil‘s who are re-
sponsible for Brazil‘s high recycling rates.306 
 
Since this thesis is a case study of a landfill site, it seems fitting to look with more detail here at a 
landfill site in Brazil, which was shut down last year (esp. since CPL also faces closure within the 
next decade). 
 
The Jardim Gramacho dump, formerly Brazil‘s biggest open-air landfill on the outskirts of Rio de 
Janeiro, has been closed in 2012 after 34 years in operation.
307
 The decision to close Gramacho, 
which had been postponed several times, came only weeks before the UN conference on the envi-
ronment (Rio+20) in June 2012.
308
 The landfill, whose name means ‗Gramacho Gardens‘, is almost 
100 metres high and spreads out across 1.3 million square metres, and was the largest landfill in 
South America. Since its opening in the late 1970s it has received between 8,000 and 10,000 tons of 
garbage per day
309
, which was about 70% of all the trash in the Rio metro area.
310
 In the final years 
the number has declined to less than 2,000 tons, but at its peak, Jardim Gramacho had enough work 
for about 5,000 catadores. They were the backbone of the city‘s recycling, looking for cans, plastics, 
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paper and other recyclable materials – and anything else that can be sold to recycling companies – in 
appalling conditions. The pickers were paid to collect the recyclables and the government estimated 
that the workers‘ income has supported close to 15,000 residents living near the landfill. During good 
times the catadores were able to earn up to R$3,000 a month, but have been struggling to make more 
than R$800 (US$400) a month for the recycled materials they collect at the end
311
 (which however is 
two to three times as much as the skarrelaars earn). The Jardim Gramacho pickers have gained some 
fame in the media, especially since they were the subject of the Oscar-nominated 2010 documentary 
―Waste Land‖, which helped to raise funds for the catadores.312 
 
Despite the improvements in their situation, catadores working on landfills still often have to deal 
with dangerous conditions and receive little or no benefits. Like their counterparts in other developing 
countries, pickers at Jardim Gramacho often suffered from diseases such as dengue fever, spread by 
mosquitoes that breed in the landfill‘s stagnant water, as well as respiratory ailments and infections 
attributable to rats, birds and other vermin. In addition, medical waste from all the hospitals in the 
area was dumped at Jardim Gramacho.
313
 
 
The landfill will be replaced by a modern recycling plant, while the remaining waste goes to other, 
more modern dumpsites. The greenhouse gases created by the rotting waste will now be turned into 
fuel. As explained in the previous section, the closing down is good for the environment, but had 
meant for more than 1,700 people that they needed to look for alternative work opportunities.
314
 Thus 
the words of Brazilian environment minister Izabella Teixeira that ―Gramacho will become a refer-
ence in sustainable development and an example to be followed by other dumps in Brazil‖315 has a 
positive ring for environmentalists, but might threaten the livelihoods of thousands of people. None-
theless, it will decrease the pollution in Rio‘s Guanabara Bay, which was also caused by run-off from 
the piles of waste leaking into the nearby sea
316
 – also an important factor in anticipation of tourists 
flocking to the beaches during the 2014 football World Sup and the Summer Olympics in 2016. The 
closing down of Gramacho is part of a continuing effort led by Rio‘s state environment minister to 
close all of Rio‘s five official open-air landfills (plus the unknown number of clandestine ones) by 
2014.
317
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And it seems that the waste pickers are not entirely cast aside by the sustainability efforts. At the time 
of the closure, Rios‘s mayor Eduardo Santos promised those who used to work at the landfill com-
pensation of about R$14,000 (US$7,000).
318
 But at the time disputes had already arisen as to how 
many are eligible. Furthermore, the city promised to pay a scholarship and R$500 for six months to 
reorganise the pickers.
319
 Moreover, it is intended to spend a part of methane gas sale proceeds on 
rehabilitation of the drug-infested slums (favelas) that have sprung up around the landfill.
320
 How 
well all these plans can be implemented in the crime, drug and gang ridden areas, is a different mat-
ter. Here one can draw parallels to the townships that surround the CPL site, where skarreling seems 
to be one of the few options left between unemployment, crime and gang life. 
 
When it comes to legislation, recognition, and efforts to organise waste pickers and to improve their 
situation and livelihood, Brazil holds a vanguard role,
321
 which is also due to the country‘s long histo-
ry of social activism in social life and the strong influence of the Catholic Church on charity and care 
for the poor. This could explain the highly-developed forms of organisation within the informal waste 
sector.
322
 One could raise the question here why is this not the case in Cape Town or South Africa in 
general, with a history of anti-apartheid activism and the strong influence of religious leaders. 
 
Moreover, for many years there has been research and activism by NGOs and worker cooperatives on 
behalf of waste pickers, which led to the official recognition of waste picking in the Brazilian Classi-
fication of Occupations (CBO).
323
 However, despite the waste pickers‘ high degree of organisation in 
formalised cooperatives, these cooperatives are still far from being protected employment for their 
associates. This brings the GTZ to conclude that waste picking in Brazil today can best be described 
as semi-formal activity.
324
 
 
The level of organising both in India and Brazil is higher than in South Africa, where only very few 
co-operatives exist. In the selected case study, the skarrelaars are not organised at all and only about 
half work in groups of two to three pickers. ASMARE (Associação dos Catadores de Papel, Papelão e 
Material Reaprovitável), formed in 1990 in Belo Horizonte, was the first waste picker organisation in 
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Brazil, which was rather late. But since then more than 500 organisations with about 60,000 members 
have sprung up across Brazil.
325
 
 
ASMARE was the product of a ―revolutionary experiment‖ when the new city government wanted to 
tackle the issue of informal waste picking. After negotiations the city signed an agreement with the 
activist pickers in 1993, which entailed that it would pay rent and electricity on the waste pickers‘ 
very own warehouse space, where the waste separation was to take place. In the course of the agree-
ment, the city then amended its constitution declaring that collectives should be given priority for the 
collection of recyclables. ASMARE can be viewed as a success story that began with 20 and has 
nearly 300 members today.
326
 These recycle 500 tons of material a month.
327
  The city not only suc-
cessfully regulated informal recycling, but also dealt with the social issues of the urban poor, which 
enabled many catadores to move from the streets into warehouses.
328
 
 
In another well-known cooperative called COOPAMARE (Cooperativa de Catadores Autônomos de 
Papel, Aparas e Materiais Reprovitáveis), founded in São Paulo in 1989, collects and sells about 100 
tons of recyclables a month through its 80 members and 200 independent  waste  pickers. The mem-
bers earn $300 a month, which is twice the minimum wage.
329
 
 
The benefits of forming cooperatives are not far to seek for waste pickers: apart from better bargain-
ing powers and protection, one of the main advantages is to circumvent (at least in part) the exploita-
tion by so-called middlemen. It is often these intermediary traders who make the greatest profits, alt-
hough the problem seems to be far more prevalent in India than in Brazil. In the South African case 
study it appears that the local scrap dealers act as middlemen, but do not exploit the skarrelaars, with 
their profit margins being rather low (see chapter IV). 
 
In any case if waste pickers form collectives instead of selling their recyclables individually, they can 
combine their collected materials and sell in larger quantities to bigger buyers, which generally brings 
higher prices (also because fewer middlemen profits have to be sustained). Where waste pickers are 
paid very low prices, it often is the result of a monopsonistic market (markets where there is only one 
buyer, as opposed to a monopoly, where there is only one seller). This leaves the door wide open for 
massive exploitation of the waste pickers. Informal recycling on landfills is particularly susceptible to 
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the development of monopsonistic markets, because of the relative isolation of many dumps, which 
often makes it almost impossible for waste pickers to transport materials to the nearest town. Award-
ing concessions for the recovery of materials is another possible factor for the emergence of monop-
sonistic markets.
330
 
 
However, even the waste pickers belonging to cooperatives have little financial stability. Even though 
Brazil was not hit that hard by the global economic crisis, the waste pickers felt the effects. Accord-
ing to a study they suffered the sharpest economic decline in the informal sector, because the prices 
for raw materials kept on falling and with it the waste pickers‘ salaries.331   
 
 
14. Waste pickers in South Africa 
 
The following section will only provide a brief overview of the South African situation, as more de-
tail will follow in the following chapters. 
 
As mentioned in the section on informality, today there are approximately 45,000 to 85,000 waste 
collectors in South Africa, who represent less than one percent of people in non-agricultural employ-
ment.
332
 It has, however, not been assessed yet, how many of them are ‗specialised‘ waste pickers and 
how many opportunistic ‗scavengers‘ as there have been no (nationwide) statistical surveys.333 Apart 
from difficulties in sampling to determine numbers is the problem that occupational and industrial 
classification codes used by Statistics South Africa can only be used to identify waste collectors in 
general. Informal waste pickers or ‗scavengers‘ are not presented as a distinct category of worker. 
Therefore, the only way to roughly distinguish waste pickers or ‗scavengers‘ from municipal waste 
collectors is to identify their formal/informal employment status.
334
 In any case, compared to India 
and Brazil the total number is much smaller (but the population size of these countries is also many 
times higher than South Africa‘s). And like in India and Brazil, it is argued in this study, waste-
picking in South Africa is an important livelihood strategy in the context of high unemployment, and 
contributes to social and environmental sustainability. In South Africa, there are practically no barri-
ers for (potential) reclaimers to start waste collection, at least for street waste pickers. 
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Similar to Brazil and India, waste picking is no new phenomenon in South Africa. People collecting 
waste off the streets for survival has a long history. As explained in section 9.2, waste dump sites 
were often located close to townships and rural villages during apartheid, where the dumped waste 
posed a danger to the health of adjacent communities (Coastal Park is no exception in that matter). 
The waste for the most part was generated and collected in white areas and dumped near the town-
ships, where the unemployed and the poor scavenged for scraps of food to consume and bottles to 
sell.
 335
  
 
According to Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, since the adoption of neoliberal policies by various South 
African administrations the scale of private reclaiming has increased, as has the availability of poor 
people to be part of the reclaiming chain. They identify three main reasons for this development: 
 
(1) Local authorities have reduced the quality of waste services as part of the cut-backs in the 
provision of public services, the need to obey tight fiscal restrictions and the worship of pri-
vate businesses. 
(2) Large companies have sought to cheapen input costs by recycling paper, wood and other 
recyclable materials. Companies have also responded to legislation requiring them to use 
higher percentages of recyclable materials.  
(3) The sheer scale of job losses over the period has shifted many more people out of jobs and 
onto the street. [And what makes matters worse is the inability of creating enough new jobs 
for the growing population.] 
336
 
 
The consequences of these changes have meant that the ―hidden‖, occasional, survivalist activity pur-
sued by the poorest, unemployed and marginalised amongst the working class has become the more 
systemic private industry of reclaiming. The formal recycling industry is relying to a significant ex-
tent on the growing group of this ‗bottom layer‘ of the poor ‗unemployed‘ working class. But where-
as street waste pickers in Cape Town have begun to organise themselves and seek ways to contest 
their oppression through different forms of collectives, the reclaimers on the landfills have yet to 
make this step.
337
 
 
Something general ought to be said about landfill sites as well. Hallowes and Munnik explain the 
nature of dumpsites in Wasting the Nation: ―Dumps share characteristics, but each dump is individual 
with an individual history. They also form part of the web of local government politics, in which ar-
rangements are made and opportunities created.‖338 As has been elucidated before, waste pickers are 
often excluded from decisions that affect their lives. This is confirmed by Hallowes and Munnik, who 
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refer to a number of studies which taken together reveal the pattern that the process of formalising 
waste management comes with the progressive exclusion of waste pickers from dumps and their mar-
ginalisation or subordination within the economy of recycling. They point out, however, that this pro-
cess is highly uneven, with some examples indicating that managers of the sites do have some free-
dom of choice to make decisions that include rather than exclude the waste pickers. Furthermore, the 
studies show that the reclaimers themselves are far from being passive, but have vehemently resisted 
their marginalisation and – sometimes more successful than other times – developed strategies re-
sponding to the formalisation process.
339
 
 
As in Brazil and India, South African waste pickers have begun to organise. They are, however, lag-
ging behind these two countries when it comes to the degree of organisation and the support of (na-
tional and local) governments and acknowledgement in public policy. In July 2009 the environmental 
justice NGO groundWork, which has a long history of working with communities affected by haz-
ardous and toxic waste organised South Africa‘s First National Waste Picker Meeting. 100 waste 
pickers from 26 landﬁlls in seven of South Africa‘s nine provinces came together to discuss issues the 
main challenges faced by waste pickers and how these could be overcome. One of the waste picker 
representatives, Simon Mbata, emphasised that the meeting was ―making history‖ as it was ―the first 
time we see waste pickers in South Africa together deciding our future.‖340 
 
One of the challenges discussed was the negative impacts of the 2008 Waste Act, because it does not 
recognise the role of waste pickers in municipal waste management (see the following chapter for 
more detail). At the time, groundWork waste campaigner Musa Chamane pointed out the problem of 
the new law: ―The Act actually recognises salvaging of waste but the minimum requirements for 
landfills criminalises the picking of waste by waste pickers for recycling purposes, which is the live-
lihood of waste pickers‖.341 
 
According to groundWork, the majority of reclaimers on municipal landfills do not look for old food, 
but are there for the collection of recyclables, such as plastics, paper and metal, which in turn are sold 
to recycling companies, or middlemen (as they are referred to by the waste pickers). This is also the 
general pattern at the Coastal Park landfill, just that the skarrelaars do not directly sell to recycling 
companies, but local scrap yards. Furthermore, CPL is no exception in groundWork‘s observation 
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that waste pickers are faced with brutality by municipal security guards on a daily basis. In the words 
of Chamane: ―Municipalities are, in most cases, the licence holders of these sites and they spend mil-
lions of rands trying to keep the waste pickers off the sites‖.342 In contrast, as mentioned above, coun-
tries like India, Egypt and Brazil acknowledge waste picking as a legitimate profession.  
 
Apart from the violence and the (potential) exploitation by middlemen, reclaimers in South Africa 
face numerous other challenges which include the potential burning of resources through municipal 
waste incineration, the dumping of hazardous waste on landfill sites and the privatisation of waste 
reclaiming. Privatisation is a major problem, because it often means that the workers are being ex-
cluded from landfill sites, resulting in their livelihoods being taken away.
343
 
 
From the previous sections it has become clear that there is an increasing motivation amongst waste 
pickers to organise as they realise the benefits. They understand that they can only achieve recogni-
tion and a place within formal solid waste management systems when they speak with one voice. 
Thus, despite their reputation of valuing independence and individualism, they are forming coopera-
tives, associations, companies, unions, micro-enterprises, or even ―women only‖ organisations.344 
Through organising reclaimers have the chance to raise their social status and self-esteem, to improve 
their incomes and quality of life (partly by circumventing middlemen), as well as to better their work-
ing conditions and health, and to prevent or minimise harassment and violence.
345
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CHAPTER III: SD AND SWM POLICY ON THE 
MACRO AND MICRO LEVEL IN COMPARISON 
 
The previous chapter has outlined and compared the situation of waste pickers in India, Brazil and 
South Africa. The following chapter starts with taking a closer look at some of the policies which 
these countries have designed and implemented and that either directly or indirectly affect waste 
pickers. This is preceded by a section that presents Medina‘s general categorisation of how a country 
can approach waste picking in policy and practice, and a comparison of international policy relating 
to waste pickers. Then the chapter goes back a step and assesses the national, provincial and munici-
pal policies on sustainable development in South Africa. This is followed by a critical analysis of the 
legislation on the environment and waste on the national level, and the policies on SWM, recycling 
and landfill management on both the macro and micro level. 
 
 
15. Approaches of the state towards waste picking 
 
Martin Medina has categorised (classified) public policy towards waste pickers according to the ap-
proach of the state, depending on the perceptions of this activity. As indicated in the previous chapter, 
policies regarding waste pickers in developing countries differ significantly. The approach authorities 
take range from exclusion to inclusion. Medina found four main approaches (from negative to posi-
tive): repression, neglect, collusion, and stimulation.
346
 
 
(1) Repression: In many developing countries, the prevailing view is that informal waste picking is 
inhuman, a symbol of backwardness, and a source of embarrassment and shame for the city or coun-
try. Therefore it has been declared illegal and punished in many Third World cities, like in several 
Colombian and Philippine localities. Typical of repressive policies are restrictions and a hostile atti-
tude towards reclaimers. An example for this is the ban of donkey carts used by the Zabbaleen to 
transport wastes by Cairo authorities.
347
 South Africa‘s phasing out of landfill salvaging partly falls 
into this category and partly into the next, which was confirmed by the findings at the CPL site.  
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(2) Neglect: Where there is no ‗active‘ repression, authorities often just ignore waste pickers and turn 
them adrift. There is no persecution, but also no help whatsoever. This policy of neglect towards 
waste pickers can be observed in African cities like Dakar (Senegal), Bamako (Mali), and Cotonou 
(Benin). Thus, a policy of neglect is typified by indifference towards waste pickers and their activi-
ties.
348
 
 
(3) Collusion: This category is basically about the use/abuse of waste pickers by officials. In some 
cases government officials build relationships of exploitation or of mutual profit and mutual assis-
tance (relationships of political clientelism) with waste pickers. Mexico City is an example of this 
form of relationship, where there is collusion between authorities and waste pickers‘ leaders, which 
include the payment of bribes to government officials or the ‗sale‘ of refuse collection routes in 
wealthy neighbourhoods. Waste pickers have been used in political conflicts by for instance beating 
up anti-government demonstrators. In essence, in this case the Mexican government gets bribes and 
political support from waste pickers, and waste pickers obtain legitimacy and stability in their opera-
tions.
349
 
 
(4) Stimulation: In the past years, the attitude towards waste pickers in developing countries has be-
gun to change, which is reflected in some more progressive policies. It has been pointed out before 
that a one-to-one transfer of industrialised nation solutions for waste management to developing 
countries often does not consider the prevailing conditions in these countries. Consequently, Ameri-
can and European waste management technology is frequently ill-suited for the application in devel-
oping countries and results in repeated failure. This coupled with rising environmental awareness has 
resulted in a change of policies towards waste pickers. By realising the economic, social, and envi-
ronmental benefits of reclaiming and recycling, governments have started to change their previous 
attitude of opposition, indifference or tolerance, to one of active support. Supportive policies include 
legalisation of waste picking activities, encouraging the formation of waste picker cooperatives (e.g. 
in Indonesia and Brazil), the awarding of contracts for collection of mixed wastes and / or recyclables 
(as in some Colombian towns), to the formation of public-private partnerships between local authori-
ties and waste pickers (as in some Brazilian cities).
350
 
 
If there are policies that particularly deal with (or mention) waste pickers, they are often antagonistic 
to reality and the needs of the people. This finds its expression in policies directed towards the elimi-
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nation of reclaiming by enacting bans, at times accompanied by efforts to find alternate employment 
for the waste pickers. This approach derives from a general lack of acknowledging the realities and a 
general ignorance about the costs and benefits of waste picking. Yet examples (like in India and Bra-
zil) have shown that a supportive approach, for instance the encouragement to form waste picker co-
operatives, can result in grassroots development, poverty alleviation, and environmental protection. 
On the other hand, repressive, neglectful or collusive policies often have adverse effects on the work-
ing and living conditions of waste pickers. Medina rightly concludes that a policy shift is necessary as 
efforts to eliminate waste picking and/or to encourage waste pickers to engage in other occupations 
are doomed to fail: ―Scavenging in developing countries is caused by chronic poverty, high unem-
ployment, industrial demand for recyclables, and by the lack of a safety net for the poor. None of the-
se factors is likely to disappear in the foreseeable future and scavenging is likely to continue to ex-
ist.‖351 
 
The problem is that authorities generally ignore the opinions of the waste pickers, which explains the 
generally poor policies. Moreover, solid waste management plans and development efforts aimed at 
eliminating waste picking often have adverse effects on the livelihoods of the waste pickers, for ex-
ample when landfill salvaging is banned (the productivity of dumpsite pickers – measured in the 
amount of materials collected per day – is generally higher than that of street waste pickers; therefore, 
if landfill picking is banned and reclaimers have to fall back on street waste picking, their income 
decreases). In addition, authorities fail to see the potential although studies have found that in cases of 
toleration or support for reclaiming, waste pickers can earn higher incomes than unskilled, formal 
sector workers. Another important factor in the economic dimension is that a substantial percentage 
of waste pickers would be unable to find a job in the formal sector, due to their low educational level, 
their young or advanced age and the like. At the study site a gang or prison history makes a number 
of males ―unemployable‖. Moreover, even if some waste pickers would get a formal sector job or 
took on another occupation, they would be quickly replaced by other poor individuals. As long as 
there is widespread poverty and unemployment in developing countries, there will always be people 
moving up and filling the ―vacancies‖.  
 
From these points follows that policies which include waste pickers rather than exclude them from 
SWM – and which aim at helping waste pickers to achieve a better existence – are desirable. Improv-
ing efforts to support waste pickers to organise, to obtain higher incomes, and to improve their work-
ing and living conditions also have larger economic and environmental benefits.
352
 It is in this light 
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that the following section on SWM policies in South Africa will be examined. The section will move 
from the macro to the micro level, that is, from national to provincial to municipal legislation. In ad-
dition, some comparisons to international examples will be drawn, with a focus on progressive poli-
cies in Brazil and India. 
 
 
16. Policy on waste pickers in comparison: South Africa, India, Brazil 
 
When it comes to the role of waste pickers in waste management, India‘s approach differs significant-
ly from South Africa‘s. Whereas South Africa‘s policies aim at eliminating informal reclaiming, in 
India the legal framework is generally enabling in making provisions for incorporating the informal 
sector in solid waste management. In India it was also acknowledged that this cannot happen over-
night, but that the legal implementation of informal sector integration is a learning process. In 2000, 
the Municipal Solid Waste (Collection and Handling) Rules were issued under a federal act. Unlike 
South African law, the Rules not only acknowledged the importance of waste segregation and recy-
cling, but also made it mandatory. However, similar to South Africa‘s National Environmental Man-
agement Act (NEMA), which promotes recycling but does not mention reclaimers, the informal sector 
was not mentioned in the legislation despite its vital role in the segregation and recycling of solid 
waste in India. This led to a number of problems. For example, reclaimers had to compete with incin-
erators for waste of high calorific value. In addition, municipalities outsourced door-to-door collec-
tion to large corporations, which ousted the waste pickers. Thus, in effect the Rules failed to link sol-
id waste management policy to existing good practices such as segregation and recycling by informal 
sector actors, a parallel it shares with NEMWA. In 2006, six years after the issuing of the Municipal 
Solid Waste (Collection and Handling) Rules, a national Indian law mentioned the informal sector for 
the first time. The National Environment Policy included clauses that strengthen the capacity of local 
bodies for segregation recycling and give legal recognition to informal sector systems.
353
 
 
If one sees as policy reflecting the government‘s priorities, then it is surprising that the inclusion and 
acceptance of informal waste pickers has not been implemented on a large scale, as Indian Policy 
clearly recognises the informal recycling sector. In 2009 as part of the Mission on Urban Sustainabil-
ity, the National Action Plan for Climate Change was developed in order to find ways to handle cli-
mate change within India. It states that  
―[w]hile the informal sector is the backbone of India‘s highly successful recycling system, un-
fortunately a number of municipal regulations impede the operation of the recyclers, owing to 
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which they remain at a tiny scale without access to finance or improved recycling technolo-
gies‖.  
 
Three years prior to that the National Environment Policy of 2006 had already highlighted the im-
portance of the informal sector in (solid) waste management and encouraged its support: ―Give legal 
recognition to, and strengthen the informal sector systems of collection and recycling of various ma-
terials. In particular enhance their access to institutional finance and relevant technologies.‖354 Other 
policy documents also refer to waste pickers and progressive regional legislation has been passed in 
many states. In Pune, for instance, waste pickers have been allowed to provide doorstep waste collec-
tion by the municipal government. In addition, it provided identity cards for waste pickers, helping 
them to create an identity as workers and thus increasing their self-esteem. Moreover, informal work-
ers are involved in helping corporations deal with post-consumer waste, which offers a niche for them 
in Mumbai and other cities in India. For example, Tetra Pak collaborates with the workers for collect-
ing and separating paper and plastic-aluminium, and Coca Cola pays them for shredding PET units.
355
 
 
In addition to the aforementioned policy sections (amongst others), the role waste pickers has also 
been acknowledged in court judgments and municipal reports. A 2008 audit on Municipal Solid 
Waste in India for instance recommends that ―MOEF [the Ministry of Environment and For-
ests]/states should consider providing legal recognition to rag pickers so that recycling work becomes 
more organized and also ensure better working conditions for them.‖356 The problem is – similar to 
South Africa – that these laws and regulations are not implemented properly or not implemented at 
all. 
 
If India‘s legislation on reclaiming is a bit more advanced then South Africa‘s, then Brazil has one of 
the most progressive policies in the world with regard to informal recycling. Today a number of fed-
eral laws explicitly mention the interests of waste pickers and in that way promote their integration in 
the official waste management system. This goes back to the long history of waste pickers‘ organisa-
tions and their political recognition. Brazil has for instance established a reverse logistic system, 
which holds the producer responsible for the destination of the product after the consumption. This 
guarantees the return of recyclables to the productive chain, which in turn leads to increased waste 
picker activity, because it is obligatory to include them in the reverse logistics system. In order to 
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make this system work in a market economy it must be financially viable. Therefore, the policy re-
quires that fiscal and financial incentives must be made available for recycling industries and for the 
development of regional programs in partnership with waste picker organisations, in addition to fi-
nancial support for the structuring of these organisations. Furthermore, in 2007 a law that established 
the national guidelines for basic sanitation was renewed. It had also a positive impact on reclaiming 
in that it makes bidding unnecessary for the hiring of waste pickers. In practice it means that picker 
associations and cooperatives can be directly hired by municipalities to collect selected wastes. They 
can then be paid for the provided service.
357
 
 
The reason why Brazil is quite advanced when it comes to legislation and recognition with regards to 
waste pickers – compared to other countries with significant waste picker populations – is the long 
history of waste picker organisations and their political recognition. Today, a number of federal laws 
explicitly mention the interests of waste pickers and in that way promote their integration in the offi-
cial waste management system.
358
 The National Solid Waste Policy of 2010 for instance recognises 
waste pickers cooperatives as service providers. In practice this means that there are a number of 
mechanisms to support cooperatives and municipalities that integrate informal workers into solid 
waste systems.
359
 Furthermore, the same as every Brazilians citizen, waste pickers have access to the 
National Health System, although only a minority earn enough to pay for the national pension 
scheme. There is even a Social Welfare Project Law in discussion at the House of Parliament which 
will – in case of approval – allow waste pickers to pay 2.3% of their income into the national pension 
scheme.  
 
Being recognised as an occupation and organised, waste pickers in Brazil are seen as legitimate 
stakeholders whose opinions are considered in decision-making processes at the local, state, and na-
tional levels.
360
 This would not have been possible without political support. The country‘s former 
president Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva during his eight years in office put waste pickers high up on his 
agenda, signing laws and coming up with financing for the collectives, and low-income housing and 
education for the workers and their families.
361
 The general acceptance and acknowledgement of the 
role of informal recyclers is mirrored by the provision of financial support. For instance, Brazilian 
cities like Araxá, Brumadinho, and Londrina pay cooperatives for environmental services. In addi-
tion, the Brazilian Bank for Economic and Social Development has opened a Social Fund that enables 
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cooperatives to access funds for infrastructure and equipment. And since 2007, municipalities are 
permitted to hire of waste pickers‘ organisations to carry out selective waste collection without bid 
for service provisions, after a law was modified. Private corporations and the industry have also part-
nerships with waste picker cooperatives. One example is Wal-Mart, which has partnered with the 
CAEC cooperative in the state of Bahia, Brazil.
362
 
 
In general, political influence can be exerted at various levels. In countries with a federal structure 
like India and Brazil state laws can either enforce integration of informal sector workers or obstruct it. 
Notwithstanding, national (federal) laws, orders and regulations in provide the legal basis upon which 
local solutions are designed, and which can have a strong influence on local circumstances.
363
 On the 
other hand, it is often local or regional developments that force the state into action, to alter existing 
or formulate new legislation. There are two examples from India and Brazil to illustrate this interrela-
tion. The first one is from the Indian state of Maharashtra, where the occurrence of mass waste pick-
ers‘ organisations in Pune, Mumbai and other cities compelled the state to take action. It subsequently 
ordered the municipalities to issue identity cards to reclaimers, to allot the work of waste collection 
from homes, shops and market places to organisations and cooperatives of waste pickers and to 
launch such organisations where they did not exist. As a result, municipal initiatives in the whole of 
Maharashtra were notably strengthened by this.
364
 The other example comes from Brazil, where the 
federal district of Brasilia allowed organised waste pickers to be the beneficiaries of the material gen-
erated in the state buildings. To make this system work, it determines the implementation of selective 
collection in all the administrative regions of the district and also determines to direct the materials to 
the waste pickers.
365
 
 
These examples thus show the potential for informal sector integration, using different political ap-
proaches and from different angles. In both cases, however, the administrations adapted policies to 
existing realities. In sum, whereas South Africa‘s approach towards waste pickers effectively fall into 
Medina‘s ―repression‖ and ―neglect‖ categories (with a few exceptions), India‘s (to some extent) and 
Brazil‘s approach of integrating reclaimers in the official waste management system and encouraging 
the formation of cooperatives fall into the ―stimulation‖ category.  
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Overall, although India and especially Brazil are making good progress, what would be needed, par-
ticularly in South Africa, is the full recognition and inclusion of waste pickers in SWM and recycling 
if the commitment to SD is more than mere lip service. 
 
 
17. Sustainable Development in national, provincial and municipal policy 
 
17.1  The National Framework for Sustainable Development (NFSD) 
 
Despite various strategies and programmes that incorporated sustainable development considerations, 
South Africa did not have a coherent and overarching national strategy for sustainable development 
until 2008. Therefore the National Framework for Sustainable Development (NFSD) was drafted as a 
basis for developing a national strategy and action plan and in July 2008 the Cabinet passed the 
NFSD. The approval was hailed as ―[…] a signal for a new wave of thinking aimed at promoting the 
effective stewardship of South Africa‘s natural, social and economic resources.‖366 The NFSD in-
cluded a national vision, principles, trends, strategic priority areas, and a set of implementation 
measures. In addition, it assessed the various environmental and social risk areas facing South Africa. 
It identifies five strategic priority areas, for instance to respond appropriately to emerging human de-
velopment, economic and environmental challenges. 
 
The NFSD was followed by the ―National Strategy for Sustainable Development and Action Plan‖ – 
also referred to as NSSD 1 (2011–2014) – which was approved by Cabinet on 23 November 2011. It 
builds on the NFSD and several other initiatives from the business sector, government, NGOs, civil 
society, academia and other key role players to deal with issues of sustainability in South Africa. The 
NSSD 1 will be implemented during the period 2011–2014, followed by NSSD 2 (2015–2020), 
which will be based on an evaluation of NSSD 1. The NSSD is hailed as ―a proactive strategy that 
regards sustainable development as a long-term commitment, which combines environmental protec-
tion, social equity and economic efficiency with the vision and values of the country.‖ 367 
 
The aim of the NFSD was not to present detailed strategies or actions, but to express South Africa‘s 
vision for sustainable development and indicate strategic interventions to re-orientate South Africa‘s 
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development path in a more sustainable direction and to form the basis for the national strategy and 
action plan.
368
 
 
In both the NSSD and NFSD, South Africa describes its vision for sustainable development:  
South Africa aspires to be a sustainable, economically prosperous and self-reliant nation state 
that safeguards its democracy by meeting the fundamental human needs of its people, by man-
aging its limited ecological resources responsibly for current and future generations, and by 
advancing efficient and effective integrated planning and governance through national, re-
gional and global collaboration.
369
 
 
South Africa shares the optimistic assumption of the concept of SD that economic growth can be de-
coupled from rising resource consumption and increased waste outputs. This is to be achieved by the 
use of technologies and systems which reduce the so-called ―total material requirements‖ of expand-
ing production and consumption.
370
 The question here, however, is what people are going to do with 
more income. Thus far, consumption levels have increased in developing/growing economies with 
more affluent citizens, leading to more waste (see e.g. the growing footprints). In the framework this 
scenario is acknowledged: ―South Africa is likely to face challenges such as: rising household con-
sumption levels that remain coupled to avoidable rising resource use and waste levels […].‖371 
 
There is a need to move away from a development strategy which is based on the acceleration of ma-
terial economic growth, because it will reach increasingly costly resource constraints which in turn 
results in unsustainable development. This stems from the fact that increasing resource use and rising 
levels of unproductive waste result in a waste of money, which means less money is available for 
investment in economic and social development.
372
 
The challenge for South Africa therefore is to boost economic growth (aim: an average of 6%) while 
at the same time making sure that there is a more equitable distribution of economic wealth, and to 
eradicate (or at least diminish) poverty. The commitment to sustainable development adds another 
dimension to these goals, as in the long run the aims of economic growth and poverty eradication 
must be decoupled from rising levels of natural resource use and waste per capita. And this third di-
mension is crucial to the success of the first two goals.
373
 
 
South Africa‘s definition of sustainable development follows the definition of the Brundtland Com-
mission, which is entrenched in the Constitution. South Africa has formalised its definition of sus-
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tainable development by including it in law. The National Environmental Management Act (NEMA), 
(Act No. 107 of 1998) defines it as follows:  
Sustainable development means the integration of social, economic and environmental factors 
into planning, implementation and decision-making so as to ensure that development serves 
present and future generations.
374
 
 
One important premise pointed out by the framework is that South Africa is a developing nation and 
SD must therefore be adapted within this context. From this follows that the (eventually) desirable 
zero growth strategies guiding some developed economies will not work in a developing country like 
South Africa. This is because the aim of poverty eradication requires substantial investments in mate-
rial infrastructure, physical development and the material pre-conditions for a decent quality of life 
for all. Overall inequalities need to be reduced and consumption levels must be more balanced be-
come more resource efficient and less wasteful. This includes increased household consumption for 
the poor majority, but at the same time a reduction of over-consumption for the (rich) rest, which is a 
pre-condition for sustainable living in the longer-term. To achieve this, sufficient governance capaci-
ty must be developed in order to ensure effective implementation of policies, laws and pro-
grammes.
375
 This seems to be the major bottleneck for the slow or inadequate implementation of the-
se policies so far. The lack of formal recycling on the Coastal Park landfill and the hostility towards 
the waste pickers make this problem apparent. The crucial link between human rights, sustainability 
and democracy is stressed in the framework: 
To achieve this vision of a nation where all people have sufficient food, clean air and water, 
decent homes and safe neighbourhoods; where there is sufficient work for every body; and 
where people can  live  in  harmony  with  one  another  and  their  environment, South Afri-
cans must take collective responsibility for sustainable and shared resource use. We need to 
recognise and understand that democracy, prosperity and resource sustainability are inextrica-
bly linked. […] The focus must be on meeting fundamental human needs in a manner that us-
es our limited resources more efficiently and ensures growth and development are shared eq-
uitably.
376
 
 
But the reality thus far often paints a different picture (the increase of violent protests being one indi-
cator). 
This is especially true in the case of solid waste management, which is acknowledged in the frame-
work: ―The  greatest  risk  concerning  waste  is  weak  capacity  at  local  government  level  to  im-
plement sustainable  solid  waste  management  strategies  and  methodologies.‖377  Other risks linked 
to waste that (potentially) undermine efforts of sustainability include the limited number of landfill 
sites and inadequate planning to establish new ones by the time the old ones reach capacity; the leach-
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ing of toxic residues into underground water resources; and landfill sites that do not have permits or 
do not conform to legal requirements. Among the proposed solutions for these problems are ―[…] the 
restructuring of the recycling sector which is dominated by a handful of large recycling businesses 
that restrict opportunities for the inclusion of (B)BEE operators, community-based non-profit initia-
tives and informal sector waste pickers;  improved    incentive  frameworks;  and  a  more  appropri-
ate    legislature  to  ensure  a successful transition away from the current dispose-and-forget ap-
proach.‖378  
 
Here informal waste pickers are clearly recognised as having a part in the restructuring to increase 
recycling rates, and it is implied that they must be given opportunities in the recycling chain. Whether 
‗Black Economic Empowerment‘ (BEE) projects have the potential to make a positive impact is not 
clear yet. In Sasolburg for instance, waste pickers were completely excluded when the council award-
ed a five year contract to a BEE company in 2006 with an exclusive right to recycle materials from 
the landfill.
379
 Later the reclaimers were forced to sell their recyclables to successive BEE companies 
(that were awarded the tender of the previous company). These proceedings open the door for exploi-
tation, discrimination and corruption.
380
 
 
However, recycling is listed under ―opportunities‖ opened by the new paradigm, because it has the 
potential to be ―a major economic sector and job generator‖.381 Moreover, the quickly diminishing 
spare landfill capacity is viewed to create the financial incentive required for a shift into recycling. A 
transition towards waste separation at source is also one of the aims, and changing legislation at local 
government level is not viewed to be difficult.
382
 
 
South Africa has a National Planning Commission (NPC) – headed by a minister in the Presidency – 
which is responsible for the strategic planning for the country. It draws up national plans to which all 
spheres of government have to adhere to ensure strategic coherence. The National Development Plan: 
Vision for 2030 was released in October 2011 and the focus on the sustainable use of resources is 
among its strategic areas of development.
383
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Nonetheless, one major problem is the incoherence of key national policies in terms of sustainable 
development, for instance in the macro-economic strategies. Whereas the RDP has a pronounced en-
vironmental orientation, GEAR abandoned these and fails to acknowledge the links between envi-
ronmental integrity and economic growth. Moreover, there is hardly any word about sustainable de-
velopment left and it requires a mode of operation that displaces some of the developmental aspects 
of the RDP. In essence this means that GEAR blatantly ignores Constitutional and other legal re-
quirements to pursue a sustainable development agenda, revealing tensions between the different pol-
icy objectives. To make matters worse, there is no clear guidance on the approach for pursuing a sus-
tainable development growth path which leaves much room for interpretation and different under-
standings of SD for other spheres of government at all levels. It is within this context that the Western 
Cape government developed its own strategies for sustainability within the national legislative provi-
sions.
384
 
 
17.2  Sustainable Development in the Western Cape and Cape Town 
 
In 2010 the City of Cape Town Executive Mayor stated that ―[f]acing an uncertain climate future, 
Cape Town aims to be a low-carbon city – a city that is resilient, adapting well, and always acting for 
the common good, with social justice as our guiding principle.‖385 The credibility of this statement – 
like policy in general – stands or falls according to its implementation. When SD is adopted as guid-
ing principle for policy and governance, it affects governance (the way government works). If im-
plemented properly, it should lead to much greater inter-departmental coordination and to cooperative 
leadership at the political level.
386
 The subsequent paragraphs try to determine how serious the prov-
ince‘s and city‘s attempts in this regard are. 
 
The Department of Environmental Affairs and Development Planning in June 2005 hosted a Sustain-
able Development Conference hosted in Cape Town, which produced the Sustainable Development 
Implementation Plan for the Western Cape (the Concept Paper On Sustainable Development). The 
concept paper says that the core of the concept of SD is quite straightforward: ―sustainable develop-
ment is about behaving in a manner in which current efforts to raise the quality of life of a society‘s 
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citizens (i.e. ―development‖) can be continued (or ―sustained‖) into the future.‖387 Implementation is 
more difficult, especially in the South African / Western Cape context. The concept paper acknowl-
edges this by admitting that on paper, ―[…] the protection of the environment and the promotion of 
ecologically sustainable development formally enjoy a high priority in South African policy-making‖, 
but that ―[…] in practice, the long-term maintenance of our natural assets and of ecological processes 
is not an over-riding consideration in government policy-making.‖388 And I would argue that this is 
the reason why initiatives and practical solutions to SD like recycling are difficult to implement and 
do not work properly or fail, because they essentially lack full backing by government on all levels. 
 
The City of Cape Town had already recognised and committed itself to SD in 2003 with the Integrat-
ed Metropolitan Environmental Policy (IMEP). It acknowledges the need to become economically 
competitive in order to spur development which is supposed to remedy the high levels of inequality 
while at the same time protecting the natural environment:  
With a growing population and an increasing divide between advantaged and disadvantaged 
groups, the CCT [City of Cape Town] faces the challenge of promoting development whilst 
managing the redistribution of resources to redress current inequities. To address the growing 
needs of a largely impoverished population and to ensure the health of communities, the CCT 
needs to become economically competitive, both locally and globally. While working towards 
these goals, it is imperative that the CCT recognises and effectively manages its unique eco-
nomic asset, the environment. The central component to achieving this strategy is adopting 
and applying the fundamental principles and approaches of sustainable development.
389
 
 
The function of the IMEP has been specified by the CCT in the policy document. It is supposed to 
form the basis for a series of strategies and programmes to ensure that the principles of sustainability 
are followed. The IMEP was designed as a ―statement of intent‖, which includes a commitment to the 
development of sectoral strategies which will detail goals, targets, programmes and actions needed to 
ensure sustainable resource use and management of the environment for the benefit of all communi-
ties.
390
 
 
As mentioned in the previous section, the South African Constitution (Act 108 of 1996) not only 
guarantees the right to an environment that is not harmful to health or well-being, but it also commits 
all levels of government to sustainable development. In addition, the constitutional roles and respon-
sibilities of local government reinforce the commitment of local governing bodies to these principles. 
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According to IMEP, the implementation of SD by local government is part of an integrated metropol-
itan environmental management strategy, which is supposed to give direction to local government‘s 
activities and programmes in terms of sustainable development. Furthermore, IMEP and its imple-
mentation must conform to higher international and national laws and directives, such as the Interna-
tional Convention and Biodiversity, NEMA and the Municipal Systems Act, which serves as the 
guideline for the City of Cape Town‘s management of the environment. The tools to implement the 
principles of IMEP include the enforcement of laws, by-laws, international treaties and strategies as 
well as the development of new laws and by-laws.
391
 
 
The IMEP also includes a ―Year 2020 Vision for the environment in the City of Cape Town‖, which 
lists twelve goals the city wants to reach by 2020. Of these goals, two are of particular interest for this 
study: (1) Environmental poverty will no longer exist and all communities will live in an environment 
that is not detrimental to their health or well-being. (2) Waste management will be efficient, and re-
cycling efforts will be supported and sustained by the population.
392
 The city has another seven years 
to meet the set targets, but at this point – about half way – it still has a long way to go. When viewed 
in the light of the recycling practice in the city – and in particular the ban of landfill salvaging – the 
vision of a recycling population stands in contrast to the practice and might even appear cynic if one 
concludes from this that the skarrelaars are not part of the (accepted/official) population. 
Furthermore, on paper the City of Cape Town has committed itself to involve and create partnerships 
with civil society in decision-making processes regarding environmental management: ―This will be 
achieved by ensuring that best practice environmental solutions and activities are implemented at all 
times and that sustained partnerships with communities are achieved.‖393 This implies the aim and 
support of creating sustainable livelihoods. This would – on a more abstract level – include improv-
ing opportunities of the poor, and on a more practical level improving access to services, public 
transport, and jobs. It would also include support for informal activities like waste reclaiming. How-
ever, to what extent this is implemented and achieved in the poor communities of the City is another 
story, which will be explored in more detail in the analysis chapter. 
 
In the more detailed sectoral approaches to the IMEP, a section on waste is included. It stresses the 
need for an ―integrated waste management strategy that addresses both the production and disposal of 
solid and liquid wastes, as well as the safe collection, transport and disposal, and the reduction of 
illegal dumping.‖394 It goes on to list the priorities in this regard: 
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a commitment to minimising and preventing waste; supporting and promoting waste recycling initia-
tives; recognising that combating illegal dumping and littering in the City of Cape Town is a priority; 
a commitment to safely managing all hazardous wastes.
395
 Thus, here again, the importance of recy-
cling is stressed. 
 
In the section on the economy, the commitment towards SD and reduction of poverty is clearly stated, 
but the neoliberal agenda also shines through as the ―economic development strategies and initiatives 
that promote global competitiveness, provide jobs, reduce poverty and improve living and business 
environments‖ are to be supported.396 And in the urbanisation and housing sectoral approach, 
―[e]mphasis [is] being placed on upgrading the living environments of the urban poor.‖397 If one 
combines all these points into coherent strategy for action, they should actually lead to more recy-
cling, job creation and thus an approach inclusive of waste pickers. But this pro-poor environmental 
approach thus far lacks concerted efforts. 
 
In the course of revising and refining the IMEP the City‘s Environmental Agenda has been estab-
lished. There the neoliberal framework is explained, especially how globalisation is increasingly re-
defining the way in which cities view their development agenda. But instead of locating some of the 
problems in this process, it is embraced rather uncritically: ―More so than ever before, global compet-
itiveness, global resource constraints, global events, and global perceptions are central drivers to the 
future of individual cities.‖398 Despite the fact that global challenges like the financial crisis, climate 
change and increasing risks to resource availability have changed the defining development parame-
ters for cities across the world, the conclusion in Cape Town‘s Environmental Agenda is that sustain-
ability and environmental resource protection must become central strategies within the development 
strategies of cities if economic and social stability and resilience are to be achieved in a fast changing 
world.
399
 The concept of sustainability – as laid out in the definitions – besides environmental sus-
tainability includes economic and social sustainability. But the conflict between the drive for global 
competitiveness and these notions of sustainability seem either to be not realised or deliberately ig-
nored.  
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The Environmental Agenda outlines the CCT‘s environmental commitments in a five-year-plan for 
June 2009 to July 2014. It states that the city is committed to reduce overall resource consumption. It 
acknowledges that ―[…] current resource use patterns are significantly skewed and aligned with the 
wealth gap.‖400 Its strategies concerning resource use therefore aim at considerably ―[…] reducing 
current over-consumption patterns in middle and upper classes while increasing appropriate resource 
use in impoverished and disadvantaged communities so as to extend quality living environments and 
basic services‖.401 This links to the previous two paragraphs, in that there is an apparent strong com-
mitment to sustainable pro-poor development, but there seems to be a problem with implementation 
or policy coordination. 
 
 
18. National Legislation on the environment and waste: South Africa 
 
18.1  Legislation on the environment and waste in historic perspective 
 
The origins of waste policy development go back to the first ‗comprehensive discussion‘ on national 
waste legislation held by the apartheid parliament in 1972. A few years later, the Hoon Commission 
was appointed to investigate waste issues and it reported back in 1980. Its recommendations formed 
part of the Environment Conservation Act of 1982, the ﬁrst law governing general waste. The impact 
of the Act however was very limited. Three years later, draft waste control regulations were published 
for comment in July 1985, and then again in August 1988, but not promulgated ―due to limitations in 
the Act‖.402 Only in 1990 landfills were finally brought under a permitting system under the authority 
of the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF), which subsequently published the ‗Mini-
mum Requirements‘ for landﬁlls (see below), first and foremost with the aim to prevent leachate con-
tamination of groundwater.
403
 The subsequent development of waste policies in South Africa has also 
been shaped by developments at the international level, for instance by the negotiation and implemen-
tation of the Basel Convention or the UN summits of Rio and Johannesburg. 
 
Overall, then and now the South African state‘s approach to waste has been guided – and is a re-
sponse to – the needs and interests of capital. In general, environmental policy, and even more so 
policy regarding waste has not enjoyed high priority under the apartheid government, and this neglect 
continued after the ANC was elected into government in 1994.
404
 Continuous protests and lobbying 
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by civil society groups were the driving force that pushed the various administrations into taking ac-
tion, in particular after the formation of Earthlife Africa in 1988. For example, in 1996 the govern-
ment gave in to demands by civil society to finally establish some coherent policy on how to handle 
waste in South Africa. As a consequence, it initiated the Consultative National Environmental Policy 
Process (CONNEPP), designed as the overarching environmental policy framework within which a 
coherent waste policy could then be developed from scratch and with the involvement of all sectors. 
For Hallowes and Munnik Connepp represented ―the high point of post-apartheid participatory policy 
development‖ 405, because it adopted most of the principles that were demanded by civil society. The-
se included sustainable development; environmental justice; the waste hierarchy; and the polluter 
pays principle. These principles were then incorporated into the National Environmental Management 
Act (NEMA) of 1998.
406
 
 
However, in the same year that Connepp was launched, the government in silence prepared the modi-
fication of its macro-economic policy. It was the shift from the RDP towards GEAR, a policy that (as 
explained in the previous chapter) had the goal of stabilising the economy. This, however, was not a 
progressive policy benefiting the poor (let alone the environment), but policy benevolent towards 
capital, producing little growth, decreasing employment and no redistribution except to the rich. It 
was essentially the antipode to the aims of Connepp. Hallowes and Munnik bring the contradictions 
of the two policy approaches to the point: ―While Connepp proposed sustainable development based 
on the Environment Right in the Constitution, GEAR adopted the market discourse of economic sus-
tainability implicitly based on the Property Right. Connepp appeared to limit corporate power while 
GEAR consolidated it.‖407 This had also implications for future policymaking on environmental is-
sues as it set the tone for the priority of ‗real economy‘ policy. Until today, policies on minerals, en-
ergy, trade and industry reflect the subordination of environment and people to market imperatives.
408
 
Not only did GEAR reinforce corporate power, but development was defined by its neoliberal logic 
and was entrenched in policy across the range of government functions. It is hard to disagree with 
Hallowes and Munnik that GEAR ―[…] represented the will to subordinate environmental concerns 
to economic growth at whatever cost.‖ 409 As a consequence Connepp became more restrictive to ac-
commodate the interests of corporations, and government essentially left environmental regulation to 
the ‗market‘, i.e. to the decisions of individual ﬁrms.410 
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Thus, overall it is evident that despite commitment to noble goals when it comes to the environment 
and sustainability on paper, and some efforts to draft progressive environmental policy, the state at 
best acts like a toothless tiger. One could argue that this is maybe not so much a case of the govern-
ment getting cold feet, but the result of old thinking patterns and the adoption of neoliberal ideas, 
where the drive towards economic growth and attraction of foreign direct investment trumps all other 
incentives. Although there are of course some improvements, environmental policy and implementa-
tion often appear to be nothing more than painting old things new (in green). This lack of understand-
ing on the side of national, provincial and local governments that including environmental protection 
or sustainability clauses in policy is not just a fancy add-on that can be sidelined or ignored – espe-
cially when it seemingly makes production more costly or is believed to be unfeasible – but has to be 
an integral part of the whole process, is very well exemplified on the example of solid waste man-
agement. 
 
After the publication of the NWMS in 2000 (two years after its drafting), there was another year of 
inactivity until the DEAT convened a National Waste Summit in Polokwane with representatives of 
government (national, provincial and local), civil society and the business community to address the 
challenges facing waste management in South Africa. The Summit was held in recognition that waste 
management should be a priority for all South Africans and that there is an urgent need to reduce, 
reuse and recycle waste in order to protect the environment. It produced the Polokwane Declaration, a 
document that was a collaboration of government, business and civil society stakeholders. The Decla-
ration was based on the idea that waste management can contribute to sustainable development and 
its vision was ―[t]o implement a waste management system which contributes to sustainable devel-
opment and a measurable improvement in the quality of life, by harnessing the energy and commit-
ment of all South Africans for the effective reduction of waste‖.411 It included a ―reaffirmation‖ that 
there was still a commitment towards the NWMS and the principles of waste minimisation, reuse, and 
recycling. Although this indicated that actually nothing was happening, Polokwane deﬁned a bold 
national goal to: ―Reduce waste generation and disposal by 50% and 25% respectively by 2012 and 
develop a plan for ZERO WASTE by 2022.‖412 To achieve this, the declaration laid out a set of ac-
tions starting with implementation of the NWMS and the development of legislation, but effectively 
nothing happened. On the contrary, rather than to usher in a new era, Polokwane was the last gasp of 
the spirit of Connepp – the project for social democratic reform. 413 
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Moreover, the ambitious goals (not surprisingly) were not met for the 2012 target, and whether a sig-
nificant reduction in waste generation and disposal (let alone zero waste) can be achieved within the 
next decade, remains highly doubtful. It is even more doubtful since landfill salvaging was phased 
out, while consumption levels rise and (large-scale) recycling efforts fail to keep up. It does not seem 
too far a stretch to compare this to the worldwide efforts to fight climate change, where CO2 emis-
sions increase with a growing global population, while at the same time deforestation rates are accel-
erating. 
 
On the implementation level, the low priority given to waste becomes even more obvious. First of all, 
municipalities do not regard waste minimisation or recycling as ‗core business‘, despite the priority 
given to it in policy. Moreover, 87% of municipalities in 2007 stated that they ―lack capacity‖ for it, 
which according to Hallowes and Munnik means nothing but admitting that they in effect ignore it.
 414
 
That explains that where there is a recycling scheme, it often is outsourced or simply left to the pri-
vate sector. Viewing the waste picker phenomenon from this angle, it means that the reclaimers simp-
ly fill the gap left open by the disinterest (indifference) of the municipalities. 
 
 
18.2  The legislative foundations of SWM: the Constitution, NEMA, and NEMWA 
 
The overarching guideline for policy-making (on all levels) is naturally the constitution. South Afri-
ca‘s new constitution of 1996 is one of the most advanced in the world when it comes to rights (for 
citizens). In the previous chapter it has been outlined that South Africa‘s Constitution has even em-
braced sustainable development as a guiding principle. Section 24 in the Bill of Rights clearly spells 
out the rights and duties towards the environment: 
―Everyone has the right –   
(a)  to an environment that is not harmful to their health or well-being; and 
(b)  to have the environment protected, for the benefit of present and future generations, 
through reasonable legislative and other measures that –  
(i)  prevent pollution and ecological degradation;  
(ii)  promote conservation; and 
(iii)  secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources while promot-
ing justifiable economic and social development.
415
 
 
The National Environmental Management Act (Act no. 107 of 1998) (NEMA) has been the first at-
tempt to transform these principles into coherent national policy. However, the legislation regulating 
waste management in South Africa was still fragmented. This led to the development of the National 
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Environmental Management: Waste Act (Act No. 59 of 2008) under NEMA. NEMWA finally pro-
vided a more holistic approach to waste management regulation.
416
 
 
The Waste Act, like the Air Quality Act before it, is ‗framework‘ legislation. This means that one of 
its key functions is to institute authority for the various institutions in state and provincial govern-
ments. It thus defines the authority given to the minister of Environmental affairs and the provincial 
Members of the Executive Committee (MECs) to make regulations governing a range of aspects of 
management. This is important, as regulations not only are the technical means of implementing poli-
cy but constitute the detail of policy.
 417
 
―The overall purpose of the Waste Act is to change the law regulating the management of 
waste in order to protect the health of people as well as the environment (plants, animals, land, 
air, water etc). […] The State has an obligation required by the Constitution, to protect the  
environment  and  prevent  ecological  degradation  and  it  does  that  by making different 
Regulations which everyone must comply to.‖418 
 
In its nine chapters the Act includes the National Waste Management Strategy and Norms and Stand-
ards, Institutional and Planning requirements for government, waste management measures or things 
to do when handling waste including reduction, reuse and recycling of waste. It also covers processes 
or directions on how to deal with polluted land, develop industry waste management plans, the licens-
ing of waste management activities, waste information, compliance and consequences for non-
compliance as well as general issues.
419
 
 
The aims and the preamble are quite specific on the purpose of the National Environmental Manage-
ment: Waste Act (Act 59 of 2008): 
Act 
To reform the law regulating waste management in order to protect health and the environ-
ment by providing reasonable measures for the prevention of pollution and ecological degra-
dation and for securing ecologically sustainable development; to provide for institutional ar-
rangements and planning matters; to provide for national norms and standards for regulating 
the management of waste by all spheres of government; to provide for specific waste man-
agement measures; to provide for the licensing and control of waste management activities; to 
provide for the remediation of contaminated land; to provide for the national waste infor-
mation system; to provide for compliance and enforcement; and to provide for matters con-
nected therewith.420 
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PREAMBLE 
 
WHEREAS everyone has the constitutional right to have an environment that is not harmful 
to his or her health and to have the environment protected for the benefit of present and future 
generations through reasonable legislative and other measures that— 
a) Prevent pollution and ecological degradation; 
b) Promote conservation: and 
c) Secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources while promoting 
justifiable economic and social development; 
    
AND WHEREAS waste management practices in many areas of the Republic are not condu-
cive to a healthy environment and the impact of improper waste management practices are of-
ten borne disproportionately by the poor; 
 
AND WHEREAS poor waste management practices can have an adverse impact both locally 
and globally; 
 
AND WHEREAS sustainable development requires that the generation of waste is avoided, or 
where it cannot be avoided, that it is reduced, re-used, recycled or recovered and only as a last 
resort treated and safely disposed of: 
 
AND WHEREAS the minimisation of pollution and the use of natural resources through vig-
orous control, cleaner technologies, cleaner production and consumption practices, and waste 
minimisation are key to ensuring that the environment is protected from the impact of waste: 
 
AND WHEREAS waste under certain circumstances is a resource and offers economic oppor-
tunities; 
 
AND WHEREAS waste and management practices relating to waste are matters that— 
· Require national legislation to maintain essential national standards; 
· In order to be dealt with effectively, require uniform norms and standards that apply 
throughout the Republic; and 
· In order to promote and give effect to the right to an environment that is not harmful to 
health and well-being, have to apply uniformly throughout the Republic; and 
· Require strategies, norms and standards which seek to ensure best waste practices within a 
system of co-operative governance.421 
 
The general approach of the Act not that it spells out all the details required to manage different waste 
types, but it gives enabling powers to the Minister of Environmental Affairs as well  as Members of 
Executive Committee (MECs) responsible for environmental management at provincial level to pass 
further regulations on different aspects. Details are formulated in regulations, municipal by-laws and 
other government guiding documents.
422
 
 
The Waste Act follows the internationally recognised waste management hierarchy which is an de-
scending order of how to deal with waste: (1) the most desirable scenario is the avoidance of waste; 
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(2) where it cannot be avoided it must be reduced, (3) reused, (4) recycled or recovered; and (5) only 
if there is no other use for it should it be disposed of. Thus, according to this hierarchy, only a small 
amount of waste should be deposited on landfills (see fig. 3). In South Africa, however, most of the 
generated waste is still disposed. One of the aims of the Waste Act is to systematically improve this 
situation by for instance promoting recycling.
423
 
Figure 3: The waste management hierarchy
424
 
 
 
Hallowes and Munnik criticise the Waste Act in this point, as in their view it invokes the waste hier-
archy in the preamble and the objectives but in fact inverts it. They link this to the choice of words, in 
particular the ‗mays‘ and ‗musts‘. For example, whereas the minister ‗must‘ set norms and standards 
for waste storage, treatment and disposal, he/she ‗may‘ set them for minimisation, re-use, recycling 
and recovery of waste. This approach according to Hallowes and Munnik is reproduced in the entire 
document; in addition, minimisation tends to disappear when the Act deals with municipal waste 
management.
425
 
 
It is indirectly acknowledged in NEMWA that implementation could prove a major problem:  
―The implementation of any legislation is dependent on the availability or functional, effective and 
sustainable institutional structures and resources. This means that there must be suitably qualified and 
experienced people who are going to drive the implementation; these are people who will make the 
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provisions of the Act a reality.‖426 NEMWA suggests the designation of Waste Management Officers 
(WMOs) who will ensure proper implementation.  
 
Furthermore, NEMWA spells out the responsibilities of the various departments in implementing the 
strategy. One of the main requirements for the DEA and the provincial departments responsible for 
waste management as well as the municipalities is to develop so-called Integrated Waste Manage-
ment Plans (IWMPs), which are supposed to sketch out how they will deal with waste. Of these the 
municipal plans are the most important ones because waste services are provided at local government 
level.
427
   
 
NEMWA obliged the Minister of Environmental Affairs to establish a national waste management 
strategy, and allows the Minister to set targets for recycling of certain waste streams and for the min-
imisation of certain waste streams as well as to ban certain waste streams from being landfilled.
428
 As 
a result, a National Waste Management Strategy (NWMS) was established and approved by Cabinet 
in 2011. It sets targets to promote waste minimisation, and the reuse, recycling and recovery of waste. 
All state departments, provinces, municipalities, the private sector and the general public are com-
pelled to adhere to these. The strategy could for instance set quotas for the percentage of waste which 
must be recycled (over a certain period). In essence this means that (theoretically) the NWMS has the 
same weight as an Act of Parliament.
429
 The implementation of the strategy is supposed to be moni-
tored and the strategy subject to reviewed at least every five years (the NWMS is currently under re-
vision by the DEA). This is not possible without systematic recording of the status quo of waste in-
formation in the country to be made available to decision-makers in government and industry.
430
 
 
Overall, NEMWA spells out a great number of waste related dos and don‘ts, guidelines and strate-
gies, giving the impression of an all-inclusive bill. However, if it weren‘t for the lobbying of civil 
society organisations like the environmental NGO groundWork, reclaimers would not have found 
their way into the document, because the DEAT was reluctant to allow any legal acknowledgement of 
waste picking on landfills. groundWork on the other hand argued that reclaimers are active on most 
landfills and are responsible for much of the recycling that actually takes place, and thus denying 
them any legal recognition would leave them vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. The NGO urged 
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DEAT to enable the regulation of salvaging with the Act, with the aim of drawing ―salvagers, who 
hold a wealth of information with regard to recyclable material, into viable and sustainable recycling 
initiatives‖.431 Landfill salvagers were eventually included in NEMWA – which marks the first time 
they were officially recognised in legislation – and subsequent (national) legislation, but not in the 
positive way groundWork and the other civil society organisations had envisaged.  
 
While the Waste Act was still under consideration, Samson had argued that the new legislation will 
not radically change the status quo of the waste pickers. She also pointed out that despite the Act rec-
ognising waste as a valuable economic resource, it is ironic that it at first did not mention the informal 
salvagers, who make a living by turning waste into a resource, and did not include any mechanisms to 
improve their status within waste management systems.
432
 
 
 
18.3  Landfill Legislation 
 
Inconsistency in waste legislation also becomes evident in the various policy documents. For exam-
ple, although recycling is promoted in NEMA, waste pickers are not mentioned; in the NWMS of 
1999 they are, but only with regard to the planned phasing out of landfill salvaging. Samson, referring 
to Benjamin, notes that salvaging is mentioned for the first time in a policy document with the White 
Paper on Integrated Pollution and Waste Management for South Africa (IP&WM), published in 2000 
by DEAT.
433
  
 
The White Paper was compiled to outline the government‘s ―new thinking in relation to pollution and 
waste management‖.434 The policy declared a shift in the approach to waste from the focus on end-of-
pipe treatment in previous legislation, to a cradle to grave approach, ―preventing pollution and waste 
and avoiding environment degradation.‖435 The overall aim of the IP&WM was to establish ―[…] a 
holistic and integrated system and process of management, aimed at pollution prevention and minimi-
sation at source, managing the impact of pollution and waste on the receiving environment and reme-
diating damaged environments.‖436 
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The rationale behind this shift was not only to follow international trends, but to comply with national 
objectives of efficient and effective management of the country‘s resources. One would expect the 
policy to be sympathetic to informal reclaiming as a (at least temporal) means to work towards these 
goals. But on the contrary, it takes a hard stand against salvaging and for instance stipulates that it 
must be phased out and ―will not be allowed to commence on landfills where it is not currently taking 
place‖.437 The White Paper does, however, not include a strategy regarding how this is supposed to be 
implemented and how conditions could be improved in the meantime. 
 
In general, legislation affecting the operation of landfills in South Africa is relatively new. Until the 
implementation of the Environment Conservation Act (Act 73 of 1989) in 1989 there was no standard 
procedure for permitting; the conditions varied geographically and over time. Sections 20 and 24, 
spell out the legal requirements of acceptable operation of landfill sites. The Conservation Act was 
amended by the Environmental Conservation Amendment Act, 2003 (Act 50 of 2003), which states 
that ―[…] no person shall establish, provide or operate any disposal site without a Permit issued by 
the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism.‖438 The issuing of a permit is subject to an Envi-
ronmental Impact Assessment (EIA) by an independent consultant. Five years after the Conservation 
Act, the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) first published the Minimum Require-
ments for Waste Disposal by Landfill in September 1994. Then in 1998 a second edition followed, 
which included feedback from workshops held to involve Interested and Affected Parties (IAPs) and 
other sources. In the third edition, published in 2005, more regulatory and technical aspects were in-
cluded and adapted after first experiences of implementation.
439
 Furthermore, since 2005 the Depart-
ment of Environmental Affairs is responsible for the landfill permit process and its supervision.
440
 
 
Whereas the first and second editions of 1994 and 1998 only mentioned waste pickers in passing, and 
left room for interpretation, the third edition deals with salvaging in considerable detail. In a footnote 
in the preface the departments make their stand on waste pickers clear. It is positive on the one hand, 
as it acknowledges the existence of waste pickers and the importance of reclaiming for their liveli-
hoods and aims at improving the conditions for them at the landfill sites. On the other hand, it has a 
negative taste to it, as the true intentions (―control‖ and ―phase out‖) shimmer through. They imply 
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that salvaging is merely tolerated and that the approach of the departments is one of exclusion rather 
than inclusion (which was manifested in the 2008 Waste Act): 
Although the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry and the Department of Environment 
Affairs and Tourism strongly support waste separation at source for further re-use, recycling 
and recovery, they recognise that waste salvaging takes place at landfills in South Africa and 
that it may be the only form of livelihood for local families. The intention in setting require-
ments for professionalising waste salvaging practices is to control salvaging and protect the 
dignity and health of salvagers until salvaging is phased out.
441
 
 
In the Appendix on waste salvaging this stance is reaffirmed and explained in more detail. The argu-
ments against salvaging are brought forward. It lists economic, aesthetic as well as health and safety 
reasons that affect the landfill operation in a detrimental way:  
Although salvaging is forbidden at waste disposal sites in South Africa, uncontrolled salvag-
ing still takes place. For operators, uncontrolled salvaging reduces the efficiency of the dis-
posal operation, adversely affects aesthetics and standards, and increases safety risks and 
costs. For salvagers, uncontrolled salvaging involves men, women and children living under 
poor conditions and often exposed to the health and safety risks, including injury and death, 
when they work in close proximity to operating landfill plant at a busy working face. Howev-
er, waste salvaging provides a livelihood and in many cases represents the sole source of fami-
ly income. It is therefore a fact of life and is very difficult to eliminate once it is established. It 
must, therefore, be controlled.
442
 
 
The choice of words (―eliminate‖) and the last sentence are reminiscent of the Apartheid approach to 
control (and contain) the population, in particular the (non-white) poor population. Reclaiming in this 
way is portrayed to be uncivilised and a threat not only to the safety of the waste pickers, but a threat 
to ―progress‖. 
 
In the Minimum Requirements a whole section (Appendix 10.2) is included which deals with matters 
related to salvagers (the term used for waste pickers). In quite some detail laws, rules of conduct and 
requirements for both landfill permit holders and reclaimers are recorded. These policies ostensibly 
stem from health and safety as well as economic concerns and seem to be in the best interest of per-
mit holders and reclaimers. For example, it prohibits any form of reclamation on hazardous waste 
sites. However, they set such high (administrative) barriers that they discourage permit holders from 
landfill salvaging. For example, waste salvaging has to be formalised in the Landfill Operating Plan, 
which includes regular communication between the landfill management and the reclaimers as well as 
their registration and the provision of appropriate safety measures. Furthermore, ―it is a Minimum 
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Requirement that the operator ensures strict control of the salvaging operation […] The operator must 
also provide protective clothing, drinking water, and ablution and sanitation facilities.‖443 
 
The point here is not to criticise policies that aim at better health and safety or the like per se, but that 
they tend to be – at least in parts – unsuited for South African realities. For example, why would a 
recycling company build ablution and sanitation facilities for salvagers (which is required), if it only 
has a short term tender? Another problem seems to be the difficulties around implementation of these 
policies. It becomes clear that it is indeed designed as a transition policy until reclaiming on landfills 
is phased out completely. The Western Cape and Cape Town have therefore decided to terminate all 
landfill salvaging from 2008 on.
444
 In a developing country like South Africa with high unemploy-
ment and many poor people this approach seems to be rather unworldly. 
 
Implementation, however, will still require a lot of efforts and time. Apart from the fact that more or 
les all households thus far only have one bin for household wastes and only a few drop-off points for 
recyclables are scattered across the city, there is currently no visible incentive/encouragement to re-
cycle (the environmental conscious and waste reclaimers aside). Thus, in the meantime salvaging 
should be viewed as part of the reclaiming efforts. According to a footnote in the Minimum Require-
ments, in 2001 surveys conducted in Johannesburg by the Jarrod Ball & Associates Consortium ("In-
formal Salvagers Survey on the Landfills of the City of Johannesburg", Report No. 1b), found that 
about 2% of the total waste stream entering a landfill is reclaimed by salvagers. It also mentions that 
the potential for waste reclamation is as high as 45%.
 445
 
 
The Minimum Requirements determine that the ―Permit Holder is primarily and ultimately accounta-
ble for the disposal site, the health and safety of workers and salvagers on the site, and any impact the 
site may have on the receiving environment.‖446 It was therefore up to the permit holder‘s discretion 
whether salvaging was permitted or not (except for hazardous waste sites, where it‘s forbidden), es-
pecially when it already existed at a site.
447
 In case of existing reclaiming ―the Permit Holder may 
either eliminate it, which is difficult, or accommodate the salvagers in terms of the Minimum Re-
quirements.‖ 448 Overall – in accordance with the Occupational Health and Safety Act (Act 85 of 
1993) – the permit holder (or employer) is responsible for the safety of reclaimers.449 This obligation 
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to indemnify the DEA from any responsibility is another disincentive for landfill permit holders and 
managers to allow salvaging on site and to legitimise the activities of waste pickers.  
 
In addition to the Occupational Health and Safety Act and the other legal requirements, the operation 
of the landfill site must comply with the Constitution (Bill of Rights) in that it may not deprive people 
of the right to earn an income.
450
 This in an important point in the light of South Africa as a develop-
ing country with widespread poverty. State policies have failed thus far to curb unemployment signif-
icantly, and there are more than two million discouraged work seekers
451
 of whom many also have 
little or no social security (payments). If salvaging is prohibited and eventually phased out while at 
the same time no jobs or income opportunities (in sufficient numbers) are created, then this contra-
venes the aforementioned Constitutional right to earn an income.  
 
 
19. SWM legislation in the Western Cape 
 
19.1  Overview: the responsibilities of the provincial department 
 
The Western Cape provincial government consists of 13 departments, of which the Department Of 
Environmental Affairs and Development Planning (DEA&DP) is primarily responsible for waste 
management (and thus landfill control). Within the DEA&DP it is the responsibility of the Waste 
Management Directorate to facilitate, develop and implement waste management policies, plans, reg-
ulatory measures and systems which support integrated waste management services in terms of 
NEMWA and provincial waste management legislation. The overall function of the Directorate is to 
provide strategic leadership and support to municipalities to improve waste management in the prov-
ince.
452
 
 
The main responsibilities of the Waste Management Directorate include the following: 
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To develop and implement waste management legislation, policies, norms, standards and guidelines 
and ensure compliance with relevant environmental legislation; to provide support to communities, 
municipalities, industry and the private sector through the implementation of project-directed 
measures and initiatives to improve integrated waste management in the province; to facilitate the 
regulatory process concerning the licensing and compliance monitoring of waste management facili-
ties; and to manage waste-related complaints received from the public through municipal manage-
ment.
453
 
 
To control and enforce national environmental legislation, the DEA&DP has a specialised unit, name-
ly the Environmental Compliance and Enforcement Directorate. This unit consists of Environmental 
Management Inspectors (EMIs) – also known as ‗Green Scorpions‘ – who monitor the environment 
and investigate environmental crimes such as the illegal dumping of waste.
 454
 
 
19.2  Provincial SWM legislation 
 
All provincial legislation has to comply with national legislation and the Constitution. When NEMA 
was introduced in 1998, provincial legislation had to be adapted. One of the requirements of NEMA 
was that it is mandatory for all provincial governments to have Environmental Implementation Plans 
(EIPs) to ensure co-operative environmental governance. The purpose of EIPs is to depict how factors 
affecting the environment are managed and what mechanisms exist for co-ordinating environmental 
functions exercised by organs of state.
455
 
 
The Western Cape Provincial therefore assessed its mandates as well as policy and legislative frame-
works in terms of compliance with NEMA in a cluster of principles, which refer to the relevant sub-
sections in NEMA. There are five principles that are of special interest for this dissertation: 
(1) The needs of people are of primary concern [Section 2(2) of NEMA] 
Environmental management should place people at the forefront of its concern. Physical de-
velopment and cultural and social interests should be dealt with equitably. 
(2) Development should be sustainable [Section 2(3) & (4) (a)] 
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Sustainable Development refers to social, environmental and economic sustainability. This in-
cludes amongst other things minimising waste, pollution and degradation of the environment 
through re-use and recycling. 
(3) To integrate environmental management [Section 2 (4) (b), (i) & (l)] 
It must be acknowledged that all elements of the environment are linked. Therefore social, 
economic and environmental impacts of activities must be assessed and the effects of deci-
sions on environment and people be examined. 
(4) Pursue environmental justice [Section 2 (4) (c) & (d)] 
Avoid adverse environmental impacts discriminating against any person and equitable access 
to environmental resources. 
(5) Promote community well-being and participation {Section 2 (4) (f), (h) & (q)} 
Raise environmental awareness, share knowledge and experiences and promote participation 
environmental governance.
456
 
 
Some of these have been complied with, for example de-racialising and extending services to all pop-
ulation groups – especially the poor – complies with the needs of the people principle.457 However, 
one can question this compliance, particularly in the light of whole areas being neglected, where peo-
ple suffer from crime and poverty. And more specifically, when – like in the case of the Coastal Park 
landfill – the state takes a hostile approach to the skarrelaars who have otherwise little to no means to 
survive (make a living). The Western Cape Environmental Implementation Plan continues to state 
that ―[o]ne of the obligations imposed upon the provincial government by the Constitution is the pro-
gressive realisation of environmental rights and public participation in environmental governance. To 
this end, the Province‘s environment department enforces the statutory obligations of informed deci-
sion-making, participation and duty of care in ECA, the EIA Regulations and NEMA.‖ 458 In reality 
however, it seems that the residents of the settlements surrounding the Coastal Park landfill are large-
ly excluded from this process. 
 
With reference to sustainable development principle, which is defined as promoting ―policies which 
will maintain a healthy balance between protecting the environment and developing the economy‖459, 
the EIP is comparatively modest in its objectives: ―Sustainable development in this context refers to 
the ecologically sound use of resources, rather than a complete re-evaluation in the way in which 
economic development and growth is approached.‖460 Here the neoliberal approach to sustainable 
development shines through, which is more about ―greening‖ by fiddling about with established pro-
cesses than making radical changes in our economic order as to not undermine the status quo (too 
much). Nonetheless, the EIP acknowledges that sustainability refers not only to the economic, but 
also to the ecological, social and cultural sphere. In order to achieve compliance with this NEMA 
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principle, the 1998 White Paper on Environmental Management Policy and NEMA is hailed as ―the 
single most important initiative taken by the provincial government‖ to that date. This white paper 
aimed at presenting the province as an environmentally conscious economy. It stressed the need to 
ensure environmentally clean and safe production and energy supply in order to become a globally 
competitive producer and exporter while at the same time guaranteeing the Province‘s future as a 
popular tourist destination.
461
 
 
To comply with the act in terms of waste minimisation, pollution, and recycling a dedicated Direc-
torate Pollution and Waste Management was established in 2000. There had however been a problem 
with implementation as there had been some ambiguities on the distinct roles of the various spheres 
of government and limited financial and human resources. Since the adoption of NEMA there have 
been various initiatives from the provincial government with regard to waste, for example a ‗clean 
up‘ campaign and an assessment of waste management in the Western Cape. The results were com-
piled in a report, which was a first step in meeting the requirement of developing integrated waste 
management plans as spelt out in the NWMS. 
 
Whereas (according to the implementation plan) solid waste and effluent management are local com-
petencies that the Provincial Government has little control over, provincial government can contribute 
to efforts of waste minimisation and the promotion of re-cycling and re-use of materials. However, at 
the time of the EIP there was still a lack of cooperation and coordination between the province and 
local authorities, which had resulted in massive pollution and waste problems not being quantiﬁed or 
discovered too late. Since then there has been some progress on this process of co-ordination and co-
ordinated decision-making between the three spheres of government (national, provincial and local). 
Furthermore, there have been some efforts to identify opportunities for recycling and waste manage-
ment.
462
 
 
19.3  Landfill oversight 
 
NEMWA provided for the handing over of the waste management facility licensing responsibility to 
provincial environmental departments, which was implemented in July 2009. In practice this means 
that licenses must be issued to the owners of landfill sites declaring that these facilities are authorised 
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to practice effective waste disposal management, and that the disposal methods applied are taking the 
health of the surrounding community as well as the environment in general into account.
463
 
 
One function of provincial government is the oversight function over the landfills in the Western 
Cape. Therefore it conducted a waste management audit of the 240 waste facilities in the Western 
Cape in 2010. The audit found that ―poor waste management stems from the fact that the majority of 
landfill operators have a severe lack of technical knowledge in managing landfills and proper waste 
disposal.‖464 Another problem that was identified was that the IWMPs of the municipalities had not 
been communicated adequately to the municipal landfill operators, which explains some implementa-
tion shortcomings. This is a serious concern as one of the main objectives of the IWMP is to help 
municipalities to identify the negative impacts which poor waste management practices have on hu-
man health and the environment.
465
 
 
The Cleanest Town Report 2009 revealed that there are not only serious management problems at a 
number of landfill sites in the Western Cape (e.g. at Breede Valley, Cederberg), but that only at a few 
waste separation and recycling takes place onsite (i.e. there are Material Recovery Facilities), like at 
Swartland and George.
466
 
In the conclusion of the report the overall challenges faced by municipalities are listed. The first point 
on the list refers to reclaimers in a rather negative way: ―Uncontrolled scavenging on landfill sites is a 
serious problem.‖467 However, this is complemented by a point almost at the end of the list, where the 
attitude towards waste pickers is less hostile and their positive contribution in contributing to recy-
cling efforts recognised: ―Informal reclaimers play a role in the recycling of municipal waste at land-
fill sites.‖ But this is immediately qualified: ―The role they play in waste diversion is not acknowl-
edged. Effective strategies need to be put in place to organise them and ultimately employ them at 
MRFs away from the landfill workface.‖468 Thus, it seems here that the report is careful not to over-
rate the overall contribution of the reclaimers, and that the general concern is more with controlling 
them, and to formalise their activities. It therefore recommends transforming informal salvaging of 
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recyclables into a structured system, in which the reclaimers are employed at a MRF ―which prevents 
them from salvaging at the working face at landfills‖.469 
Amongst the main problems identified is the lack in the recording of accurate waste data at municipal 
level. It also calls for an immediate stop of burning of waste at landfill sites, as toxic elements are 
emitted into the air in the process, which will affect the health of surrounding communities and de-
grade the environment further.
470
 In general, the report found, there is a lack of political support and 
dedicated funds to implement effective integrated waste management systems such as waste minimi-
sation or recycling. Despite this admission, the report claims that most municipalities have developed 
the initial stages of recycling, and where there is no recycling taking place, provisions are in the pipe-
line.
 471
 
 
 
20. SWM policies for the Cape Town Metropolitan Area 
 
Before outlining the SWM policies of the City of Cape Town, it is helpful to understand the adminis-
trative division of the city. The administrative units of the City of Cape Town and the Cape Town 
metropolitan area are relatively new. To overcome the Apartheid legacies of racially segregated areas 
and to equalise living conditions (at least to a certain degree), the former administrative units were re-
demarcated to form local governments that go across the formerly segregated areas and which were 
eventually unified in the so-called unicity. This process, which moved the local municipalities gradu-
ally towards one city and one tax-base and had two stages, was thus an attempt to reduce the dispari-
ties in access to urban services, and to integrate segregated areas into Cape Town. In the first stage in 
1995/96, the number of municipalities was reduced from 39 to seven. In the second stage in 2000, the 
seven local governments were combined to form one municipal government for the whole of the 
Cape Town metropolitan area. The advantage was to have a unified administration which operates as 
a single financial unit with a common system of taxation and one budget. Furthermore, a number of 
local demarcations like wards are represented by local councilors who sit on the unicity council.
472
 
 
Schedule 5B of the Constitution of South Africa (Act 108 of 1996) determines that waste manage-
ment is a local government competence that must be executed to protect human and environmental 
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health. In addition, the statutory obligation of local government is framed by the Local Government 
Municipal Systems Act (Act No. 32 of 2000), otherwise known as MSA.
473
 
 
In terms of the delivery of waste services in Cape Town, there is a combination of municipal (i.e. 
council) and private or community-based (i.e. non-council) waste collection operations, which service 
the more than 800,000 service points in the city. There is a mix of public and private collection, de-
pending on the area and the type of waste, in which the municipality usually collects the household 
waste at regular intervals (e.g. once a week); private companies are for example engaged in removal 
of collected waste in informal townships.
474
 
 
There are projections that Cape Town‘s amount of waste is going to grow at seven percent per year, 
by far outstripping the projected population growth of two percent.
475
 In the Integrated Waste Man-
agement (IWM) Policy of 2006 the City of Cape Town formulated the planned response to the grow-
ing waste problem: 
The Council, therefore, recognises its responsibilities to reduce and minimise waste, and im-
pacts on resources and the environment through this policy. Accordingly, the Council is re-
quired to regulate the interventions, mechanisms and technologies applied within the city‘s 
boundaries to minimise and manage waste minimisation in a sustainable, effective, equitable 
and efficient manner that will minimise social, health, environmental and economic impacts as 
far is practically possible.
476
 
 
The policy defines Integrated Pollution and Waste Management as ―a holistic and integrated system 
and process of management, aimed at pollution prevention and minimisation at source, managing the 
impact of pollution and waste on the receiving environment and remediating damaged environ-
ments.‖477 It further defines waste management as ―the avoidance, separation, reuse, containment, 
diversion, cleaning, handling, transportation, interim storage, recycling and disposal of waste other 
than untreated sewerage‖478, and waste minimisation ―as any activity that can prevent or reduce the 
volume, resource and environmental impact of waste, which is generated, treated, stored or disposed 
of.
 479
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The policy also points out that the Council is the de facto service authority for waste management 
services at the local government level.
 480
 In this function it welcomes various types of waste man-
agement partnerships with other entities in support of national or provincial initiatives, or where it is 
not viable for the Council to provide a waste management service. To what extent the other aim of 
creating opportunities for local area economic development, that is small, medium and micro enter-
prises and job creation, is implemented in the impoverished areas will be analysed in the next chap-
ter.
481
 
 
The Integrated Waste Management (IWM) Policy does refer to recycling and salvaging, albeit with-
out (explicitly) mentioning the reclaimers: 
Scrap metal collection and the collection of recyclable materials such as glass, plastic,  paper, 
rubber, electrical/electronic waste (or e-waste), etc. are essential components of recycling and 
waste minimisation that already contribute to achieving lower landfill disposal targets in the 
City. However, the Council also recognises the negative and disruptive economic, safety and 
aesthetic impact of certain activities related to the collection of high-value scrap materials and 
recyclables.
 482
 
 
The policy thus refers to salvaging in a rather negative way by calling it ―certain activities‖ which are 
seen as disruptive of an orderly recycling process. This attitude can be observed in the city‘s approach 
towards (landfill) waste pickers, as will be shown in the next chapter. Similarly, the council‘s policy 
that all entities in the scrap metal/material business have to register with the City,
483
 is reflected in the 
obligation for small scrap yards to obtain a permit, and the frequent police controls to ensure compli-
ance (also see next chapter).  
 
In accordance with NEMWA, Cape Town‘s IWM policy prohibits salvaging on hazardous waste fa-
cilities for safety reasons.
484
 However, the city went beyond this directive and has taken pro-active 
measures to eliminate any form of salvaging on landfill sites in its area of jurisdiction. The city‘s 
SWM Department made the decision to not only eliminate salvaging on landfill premises from July 
2008 on, but also to not renew any contracts with salvaging companies due to health and safety is-
sues. The result of this decision was that it not only made it life more difficult for informal waste 
pickers – increasing their vulnerability and threatening their livelihoods – but both the contracted 
salvagers as well as their employers lost their jobs.
485
 The consequences of this are also evident at the 
Coastal Park landfill and its adjacent communities, as will be shown in the next chapter. What made 
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matters worse is the fact that at the time of Chvatal‘s study in 2010, there were still no detailed plans 
or strategies of implementation for phasing out salvaging on landfill sites. Chvatal also found that the 
waste management policy approach by the City‘s SWM Department to prohibit landfill salvaging at 
the time was still unguided and undocumented, thereby opening the doors to unforeseen consequenc-
es and results.
486
 
Cape Town is the legislative capital of South Africa; It is therefore attributed (and prides itself) to be 
in a vanguard role in terms of policy development and change. Section 12 of NEMWA obliges mu-
nicipalities to formulate an integrated waste management (IWM) plan in order to provide services, to 
minimise waste disposal and to extend the lifespan of landfills, as well as preserving natural resources 
and protecting health and the environment.
487
 According to a statement on its website, the City of 
Cape Town was the first municipality in the country to introduce a new waste management by-law in 
line with the new national legislation in NEMWA. The purpose of the 2009 by-law is to regulate re-
covery and recycling activities apart from the usual waste activities, and set down minimum require-
ments for waste storage and infrastructure.
488
 By replacing the fragmented old by-laws, it ensures a 
uniform approach to waste management throughout the city. The by-law was adopted by the Council 
in March 2009 and promulgated in June 2010, after it had been amended to align it with administra-
tive legal and juristic requirements.
489
 Of particular interest here is section 13 (1), which deals with 
the recycling, re-use, sorting and recovery of waste:  
Any person who undertakes a recycling, re-use or recovery activity or who sorts waste,  in-
cluding  scrap  dealers, buy back centres and formalised recycling groups, must, before under-
taking that activity make sure by way of an environmental impact assessment or similar pro-
cedure required by national or provincial legislation, that the recycling, re-use or recovery of 
the waste is less harmful to the environment than its disposal and must obtain accreditation 
from the City in terms of its guidelines as published from time to time.
490
 
 
Furthermore, Section 25 spells out the functions and powers of the designated waste management 
officer (WMO), who ―[…] shall be responsible for regulating, controlling, managing and enforcing 
the provisions of this By-Law and national and provincial legislation relating to waste manage-
ment.‖491   
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The by-law also outlines the long-term goals for waste management in Cape Town. Amongst these, a 
few are of particular interest for the case study. For example, the city aspires to remain at the fore-
front of developing strategies for waste management, and to remain at the forefront of changing the 
legislative environment related to waste management ―through regular engagement with national 
government, industry and non-governmental organisations;‖492 no mention is made here regarding 
interaction with reclaimers. Other goals include the aspiration to reduce waste and achieve integrated 
waste management by encouraging external funding through public-private partnerships (also to in-
crease income for waste services), and to regulate waste under the framework of sustainability.
493
 
 
This stance is reaffirmed in the section on the department‘s strategy, in particular under point (7) 
―Recycling and Waste Minimization Strategy‖. Here one aspect of encouraging public-private part-
nerships is specified, as they are ―specifically aimed at developing sustainable materials recovery and 
recycling industries that will add value to the economic growth objectives of the city and the region 
as well as minimise green house [sic] gasses.‖494 
 
 
21. Policy challenges on the macro and micro level 
 
Overall, there is a policy vacuum created by national legislation, which gives municipalities consider-
able room to develop their own policy approaches, and inevitably leads to a high degree of variation 
at the local level. Samson for instance found three distinct approaches within the three South African 
municipalities she studied, which range from complete exclusion of reclaimers from landfills, to 
forced subordination to private companies, to benevolent patriarchy in which reclaimers are accom-
modated, but on terms defined by the municipality.
495
 These are, however, not ideal (policy) types 
that were implemented in a top-down approach, but are a result of local circumstances in the sense 
that municipal policy is the product of contested social processes in which reclaimers are active 
agents.
496
 
 
In terms of the policy approach to waste pickers, legislation has been intermittent. It hovered between 
hostility and recognition of their contribution. For example, whereas the IP&WM White Paper takes a 
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confrontational stand on the matter, the third edition of the Minimum Requirements takes a more 
progressive stance (which is also an improvement to the previous two editions). In particular, it points 
out that ―[t]erminology associated with salvaging in the past has been controversial, as some terms 
were seen to be confusing or offensive.‖497 Thus, the decision to employ the term ―waste salvager‖ 
instead can be seen as a more respectful approach to the phenomenon. Moreover, leaving the decision 
about allowing or prohibiting reclaiming on site to the discretion of the permit holder is an advance-
ment compared to the earlier legislation – although at the same time the requirement to indemnify the 
DEA of legal liability provides a strong disincentive for the permit holder to allow reclaiming on the 
landfill. Cape Town‘s decision to ban landfill salvaging, however, means that the city has moved 
away from this more progressive and inclusive approach, which can be viewed as one of the underly-
ing factors for many conflicts around this informal activity. On the CPL site this can be observed in 
practice, as landfill salvaging took place on the site before 2008 and the skarrelaars were part of the 
salvaging, whereas today they are viewed and treated like intruders and criminals (the following 
chapters will deal with this changed approach in more detail). 
 
Overall, the goal of macro and micro policy, as for instance in the Minimum Requirements is more or 
less to control and professionalise waste salvaging, apparently to improve the standard and efficiency 
of salvaging operations. My impression however is that it is more about controlling the ‗unruly‘ and 
poor sections of the population, and to establish big business deals around recycling. 
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CHAPTER IV: THE RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
This chapter consists of two parts. At first, it will provide an overview of the volumes and composi-
tion of waste in South Africa and Cape Town. These statistics show the relatively high volumes of 
general waste and the low volumes of waste diverted from the waste stream to be recycled, which for 
instance in the CCT is less than 20%. They thus reveal the discrepancy between the aims of sustaina-
bility spelled out in the various policy documents and the current state of affairs. In addition, these 
numbers will serve as a reference to compare to the waste and recycling situation at the study site. In 
this respect they help to assess the role and contribution of the skarrelaars at the study site. The se-
cond part of the chapter will present the findings of the data obtained in the field. It starts with a soci-
oeconomic description of the study site, followed by a presentation of the data analysis arranged ac-
cording to the main themes derived from the research questions.  
 
 
22. Waste in South Africa and Cape Town 
 
22.1  The features and operation of landfill sites 
 
Sending waste to landfill sites has been one of the oldest ways to dispose of waste. There it is – ideal-
ly – buried in a scientifically chosen, designed, engineered and managed location. The waste first gets 
spread, and then compacted and covered with sand and builder‘s rubble, which is supposed to prevent 
it from blowing around and spreading diseases as well as attracting unwanted animals and insects
498
 
(but which can make life hard for the reclaimers). Burying and compacting the waste seals it off from 
oxygen, which in turn means that it can lie there for hundreds of years while decaying very slowly. 
While new and modern landfills are usually lined with a watertight-engineered layer to avoid seep-
age, old landfills mostly still rely on natural clay soil barriers to prevent toxic leachate from entering 
natural ground water systems. When landfill sites reach their full capacity, they need to be shut down 
and rehabilitated (i.e. restored to an environmentally sound condition). The rehabilitation process is 
cost intensive but necessary to minimise health and environmental pollution. Landfills in general are 
expensive and require investment which brings no returns, apart from the fees for waste collection.
499
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Globally, landfilling as the primary means of solid waste management has been replaced in many 
countries by more advanced methods for many years. Yet the DEAT admitted that despite these glob-
al trends the large bulk of municipal solid waste in South Africa in the early 1990s was still disposed 
of in 4000 disposal sites, of which only 200 met minimum environmental standards. Despite the 
commitments to sustainable development, the current situation is not much better.
500
 Currently there 
are there are over 2,000 municipal waste facilities
501
 of which only 530 have permits.
502 
 
Cape Town has currently three operational landfill sites for general waste: Vissershok in the north of 
the city, Bellville South in the central area, and Coastal Park in the south. Vissershok also accepts low 
levels of hazardous waste (there is a private site which accepts high levels of hazardous waste). All 
three landfill sites will reach their full capacity between 2013 and 2022 and will have to be closed.
503
 
This is in addition to three landfills that have already being closed in the last years, which means 
Cape Town faces the problem of finding geologically suitable sites for new landfills in the vicinity of 
the city. The further waste has to be transported, the more expensive refuse collection will become 
and the ecological footprint increases. At the moment the City is considering the best location for a 
new regional landfill site (near Atlantis or at Kalbaskraal outside of Malmesbury, 50km away from 
the city centre).
504
  
 
In addition to landfills, the CCT currently operates 25 waste drop-off sites across the city where resi-
dents can drop off up to 1,300kg of general household or garden waste and builders‘ rubble for free. 
Some of these sites provide facilities for recycling of residential special waste, and after sorting it the 
waste which is not recyclable or re-useable is transported to the landfill for disposal. According to the 
Solid Waste Department, the Kraaifontain Waste Management Facility (commissioned in September 
2010) is the first integrated waste management facility in South Africa, and includes a domestic recy-
cling centre where materials are recovered.
505
 At the time of Visser and Theron‘s study in 2009, recy-
cling only took place only in eight of the 20 drop-off centres. Those eight centres were all run by pri-
vate contractors (after the city had outsourced management), and recycled mainly garden waste 
(composting) and builders‘ rubble (crushed for re-use). At the 12 sites still managed by the city, there 
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was no composting or sorting of recyclable materials.
506
 According to Jeffrey Finnies, education of-
ficer at the SWM Department at the CCT, currently there is a recycling contractor at each of the drop-
off facilities.
507
 
 
22.2  Waste stats for South Africa 
 
According to estimates of the recent Baseline Report, South Africa produced about 108 million tons 
of waste in the year 2011, of which approximately 98 million tons ended up on landfills
508
 – more 
than 90%. In turn this means that the recycling rate of all generated waste is a meagre 10%. This 
shows that waste management in South Africa still, for the most part, is managing the landfilling of 
waste. Of the 108 million tons 59 million tonnes (55%) is general waste, 48 million tonnes (44%) is 
currently unclassified waste and the remaining 1 million tonnes (1%) is hazardous waste.
509
 In a more 
detailed view, non-recyclable municipal waste (in terms of weight) accounts for 35% of the overall 
general waste, construction and demolition waste for 20%, metals and organic waste each for 13% 
and mainline recyclables (including paper, plastics, glass and tyres) for 19%.
510
  
 
In total weight, around 3.1 million tons of metal waste was generated in 2011, of which almost 2.5 
million tons were recycled and 624,241 tons landfilled. This translates into a recycling rate of 80% 
nation wide (compared to 32% for glass, 18% for plastic, and 57% for paper).
511
 If one followed the 
assumption that the Western Cape accounts for 20% of total municipal waste generation
512
, one can 
extrapolate that in the region of 124,000 tons of metal have ended up on the landfills of the prov-
ince.
513
 
All these numbers have to be treated with some caution, however. They are estimates because a fully 
operating South African Waste Information System (SAWIS) is not in place yet, and therefore there 
is a lack of accurate waste data in South Africa.
514
 
 
The reason why metal achieves significantly higher recycling rates than other materials are not exact-
ly clear. It probably has to do with the fact that it is more profitable to recycle metal, that the metal 
industry stimulates the demand for scrap metal and that it is better organised. 
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Figure 4: The waste composition for general waste, 2011 (percentage by mass)
 515
 
 
 
22.3 Waste characteristics and stats for Cape Town 
 
In the National Framework it was estimated that in some South African cities, the quantity of solid 
waste from residential sources was rising to more than 2 kg per person per day, which is three to four 
times the quantity thrown away by the average household in most European cities. But there are stark 
discrepancies within South African cities – for instance people who live in informal settlements mere-
ly generating 0,16kg per day on average.
516
 That waste generation strongly correlates to the socioeco-
nomic conditions can be observed very well in Cape Town. In 2006 for example, the richest 16% of 
households in Cape Town produced over half of the residential waste.
517
 Yet despite the rich produc-
ing the lion‘s share of the waste, all the landfills of the city are located in or near poor areas.  
 
In the Integrated Waste Management by-law of 2009 it was stated that Cape Town‘s residents pro-
duced some 6 000 tons of waste per day – at the time an average of 2 kg per person per day. But one 
also has to consider here that Cape Town is a popular tourist destination, which means that additional 
waste from hundreds of thousands of tourists is added each year to the waste of the local population. 
The projections are that waste generation will be growing at 7% a year, which is outstripping the 
                                                 
515 Ibid., p. 15; figure excludes GW99-Other, which is mainly biomass waste from industrial sources 
516 DEAT, National Framework for Sustainable Development in South Africa, p. 65 
517 Hallowes and Munnik, Wasting the Nation, p. 17f. 
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population growth by 5%.
518
 Furthermore, according to the City of Cape Town‘s Solid Waste Man-
agement Department, in the 2009/2010 financial year 1.6 million tons of waste was landfilled in the 
City‘s three landfill sites (down from 2.1 million tons in 2007/08). In the same period 19.67% of 
waste was recycled or reused, i.e. did not end up on the landfill sites (up from 14% in 2006/7).
519
 The 
City has adopted an Integrated Waste Management (IWM) policy in 2006 to deal with waste in a sus-
tainable way, but has struggled with the implementation as is evident with the still growing amounts 
of waste and the still low rate of waste diverted from landfills.
520
 In view of the fact that the current 
landfill sites will soon have reached their full capacity, waste recycling is becoming an increasingly 
important issue in Cape Town. 
 
Table 3: Waste generation in the Western Cape
521
 
 
 
In the sector plan for 2011/12 it was estimated that about 46% of the waste in the city was produced 
by households, 27% by industry and 26% by commerce (trade). What is important is not only the 
distribution and total amount of waste, but also its composition. For 2011 it was estimated that about 
40% of the waste stream in Cape Town is made up of greens and organic waste.
522
 In other words, if 
composting was introduced on a large scale, almost half of the waste could be diverted away from 
landfills. Packaging accounts for 6 to 8% of the waste. The percentage of organic waste is higher in 
                                                 
518 City of Cape Town, City of Cape Town Integrated Waste Management By-law, 2009, p. 7 
519 City of Cape Town, Solid Waste Management, ‗Welcome to the Solid Waste Management website‘. 
URL: http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/Solidwaste2/Pages/default.aspx 
Accessed: 10.03.2012 
520 City of Cape Town, City of Cape Town Integrated Waste Management (IWM) Policy. 
521 Western Cape Provincial Government, ‗Green Ambassador‘, p. 4 
522 City of Cape Town, Solid waste management sector plan 2011/2012, p. 6 
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informal areas, and packaging has a bigger share in formal (esp. high income) areas.
 523
 The sector 
plan also refers to the recycling of metals, and states that there are many small scrap metal dealers 
and some large processors involved in recycling. The department here expresses its concerns about 
the negative concomitants of metals recovery, as the unlawful recovery of especially copper and alu-
minium cable, as well as steel and cast iron street furniture lead to negative knock-on effects in the 
general economy and often induce hazardous conditions
524
 – especially when cables and tyres are 
burnt to recover the metal, which produces highly toxic smoke. 
 
Figure 5: Municipal waste composition (percentage by mass)
525
 
 
 
The city issued the target to reduce the amount of waste sent to landfills by 20% by 2014.
526
 The solid 
waste management department claims that the attempts to save airspace through recovery, recycling 
and reuse efforts have meant that 19.67% of waste (by volume) has not been landfilled in the 2009/10 
                                                 
523 Ibid., p. 7 
524 Ibid. 
525 DEA, National Waste Information Baseline Report, p. 10 
526 City of Cape Town, Environmental Agenda, p. 6 
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period. However, one needs to put this in context of the economic downturn in the same period.
527
 
The ―Think Twice‖ pilot project is in place since 2007 in five areas across the city (e.g. Greenpoint), 
where there is dual bag collection – one for general waste and one for recyclables. According to the 
department, success has varied but in 2009/10 a total of 372,827 tons have been diverted from land-
fills through the scheme.
528
 Until this system is fully implemented across the entire city, it will proba-
bly still take generations. In the meantime, millions of tons of recyclable waste will continue to end 
up on the landfills. 
 
At the time of the publication of the Western Cape Environmental Implementation Plan (EIP) in 
2002, almost 60% of the industrial waste was recycled, compared to merely about 5% of the residen-
tial and commercial waste. According to the EIP 20% of the 700 waste recyclers in South Africa were 
located in the Western Cape, with a 62% increase in the number of recycling operations in the period 
1999-2003. This growth of recycling activities was linked to market response to the rising cost of 
disposal and lauded as a significant job creator.
529
 One could add that the value of recyclables has 
increased as well. 
 
It generally seems that the recycling process in Cape Town was more integrated in the waste man-
agement process 30, 40 years ago than it is now – at least in the (white) middle class areas. In the 
1970s and 1980s waste was collected twice a week from household properties by City Council work-
ers and transported to the sorting sites at the Athlone Transfer Station. Recyclable goods were sorted 
there before they went to the city dumps.
530
 Today at the Material Recovery Facility (MRF) attached 
to the Transfer Station a contractor salvages recyclables through sorting via a conveyor belt, but in 
2009 only achieved a meagre salvaging rate of 5% (the city had set a target of 10-15%).
531
 Clearly, 
this system is not working effectively. Furthermore, in the past salvaging of recyclable materials at 
the landfills was contracted out to three contractors, but were all cancelled in October 2008 because 
of concerns about the health and safety of reclaimers working on the sites (in particular after a con-
tract worker was killed at the Vissershok site in 2007).
532
 Overall it seems that – despite more ad-
vanced policy, especially in terms of sustainability, the practice in terms of diverting recyclables from 
the waste stream has not improved since then, but might be even less effective. The reasons for this 
will also be explored in the following analysis section. 
                                                 
527 City of Cape Town, Solid waste management sector plan 2011/2012, p. 7 
528 Ibid., p. 15 
529 Western Cape Provincial Government, Western Cape Environmental Implementation Plan (EIP), p. 20 
530 Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, ‗Organizing on the Streets: A Study of Reclaimers in the Streets of Cape Town‘, p. 2 
531 Visser and Theron, Waste Not: Externalisation and the Management of Waste in Cape Town, p. 28 
532 Ibid. 
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23. The geography and socioeconomic conditions of the study site 
 
23.1 Location of the Coastal Park landfill and adjacent areas 
 
The Cape Town Coastal Park landfill is located between the suburbs of Strandfontein and Muizen-
berg, off Baden Powell Drive (a coastal road along False Bay). Its size is about 75 hectares and when 
full, the final landform will be between 35 and 45 metres above ground level. It is projected that this 
site will be operational until 2016 or 2022.
533
  
 
Figure 6: The Coastal Park landfill viewed from Capricorn 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
533 City of Cape Town, Solid Waste Management, ‗Waste disposal: Landfill sites‘. 
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Map 2: Cape Town suburbs 
 
Source: Cape Town 2011 Census Suburbs Map534; location of landfill added 
                                                 
534 City of Cape Town, City statistics and population census, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburbs Map‘ (Cape 
Town, 2013). 
URL: www.capetown.gov.za/en/stats/2011CensusSuburbs/2011_Census_Suburbs_Map.pdf 
Accessed: 18.09.2013 
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North of the landfill site is the suburb of Lavender Hill (including the informal settlement Montague 
Village), and on the western side the tip abuts on the suburbs of Seawinds (with Hillview), Vrygrond 
(including the informal settlement Overcome Heights), and Capricorn (see map 2).
535
 To the northeast 
lie the Zeekoevlei (one of the largest natural freshwater lakes in South Africa) and the Rondevlei Bird 
Sanctuary, both nature reserves. Together with the Cape Flats Waste Water Treatment Works in the 
east and a coastal strip in the south, this area constitutes the False Bay Ecology Park (FBEP). This 
wetland altogether covers 1 200 hectares and includes the Coastal Park landfill site.
536
  
 
The location of the landfill has various implications: the close proximity to human settlements and the 
nature reserves means it poses a constant threat to human health and is a potential source of environ-
mental pollution and degradation. On the other hand, it provides a livelihood for people from the set-
tlements adjacent to the landfill.
537
 
 
23.2 The socioeconomic conditions in Capricorn, Vrygrond, and Lavender Hill  
 
The data from the 2011 census provides useful data of the demographic composition and the econom-
ic conditions in these settlements, although the suburb profiles encompass larger areas than the actual 
areas directly involved with skarreling on the landfill. Lavender Hill and Seawinds (which includes 
Hillview and the informal settlement Montague Village) consists of 6,504 households with a total 
population of 32,598
538
; in Vrygrond (including the informal settlement Overcome Heights) there are 
5,235 households with 18,498 people
539
; and in Capricorn there live 4,458 people in 1,617 house-
holds (but the boundaries set by the census for this suburb means that it also includes Costa da Gama 
and a small section of Muizenberg)
540
. Thus the whole area north and west of the landfill has a total 
                                                 
535 The places are listed in north to south direction. 
536 City of Cape Town, Environmental Resource Management, ‗False Bay Ecology Park‘.  
URL:http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/EnvironmentalResourceManagement/projects/BiodMagementConserv/Pages/False
BayEcologyPark.aspx 
Accessed: 20.10.2012 
537 see e.g Hallowes and Munnik, Wasting the Nation, p. 17 
538 City of Cape Town, City statistics and population census, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Lavender Hill‘ 
(Cape Town, 2013), p. 2 
URL: www.capetown.gov.za/en/stats/2011CensusSuburbs/2011_Census_CT_Suburb_Lavender_Hill_Profile.pdf 
Accessed: 18.09.2013 
539 City of Cape Town, City statistics and population census, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Vrygrond‘ (Cape 
Town, 2013), p. 2 
URL: www.capetown.gov.za/en/stats/2011CensusSuburbs/2011_Census_CT_Suburb_Vrygrond_Profile.pdf 
Accessed: 18.09.2013 
540 City of Cape Town, City statistics and population census, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Capricorn‘ (Cape 
Town, 2013), p. 2 
URL: www.capetown.gov.za/en/stats/2011CensusSuburbs/2011_Census_CT_Suburb_Capricorn_Profile.pdf 
 Accessed: 18.09.2013 
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population of about 55,500; one can only estimate how many of these people live in close vicinity to 
the landfill, but the number is probably 15,000 to 20,000. 
 
In Lavender Hill / Seawinds the population is predominantly Coloured (95%), and a mere 19% of 
those aged 20 years and older have completed Grade 12 or higher. Only 37% of the working age (15 
to 64 years) population is employed, and 42% of the labour force is unemployed (the rest of the popu-
lation comprises people who are not economically active or discouraged work-seekers). 59% of 
households have a monthly income of R3,200 or less, of which 16% have no income at all. 82% of 
households live in formal dwellings.
541
 The numbers for Capricorn do not reflect the living conditions 
of the people living in the section close to the landfill, that are much poorer than the overall stats 
would suggest (in that 95% of the labour force is employed and only 14% of households have a 
monthly income of R3,200 or less); this has to do with the fact that it includes the wealthier commu-
nity of Costa da Gama, which is predominantly inhabited by white middle class people (accounting 
for 28% of the population of the census area).
542
  
 
In Vrygrond (believed to be the oldest informal settlement in the Western Cape
543
) the population is 
predominantly Black African (62%), of which the majority is found in the informal settlement of 
Overcome Heights. Observation in the field suggests that the formal section of Vrygrond is mainly 
inhabited by Coloured people. The level of education is slightly higher than in Lavender Hill, with 
28% of those aged 20 years and older having completed Grade 12 or higher (for a comparison of 
Lavender Hill and Vrygrond see fig. 7). 49% of the labour force (aged 15 to 64) is employed, and 
31% of the labour force is unemployed. Of the 77% of households that have a monthly income of 
R3,200 or less, 24% have no income.
544
 Thus, unemployment is lower than in Lavender Hill, but the 
percentage of households with a low or no income is higher; one can only speculate on the reasons 
for this, but it could have to do with higher rates of informal as well as illegal activities and other 
sources of income (e.g. government grants). This lower income in Vrygrond also corresponds with 
the fact that only 61% of households live in formal dwellings.
545
 Capricorn appears to be the area 
with the lowest levels of poverty (only 7% of the population stated to have no income). The majority 
of skarrelaars and scrap dealers live in what is officially demarcated as Vrygrond (for details see sec-
                                                 
541 City of Cape Town, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Lavender Hill‘, p. 4 
542 City of Cape Town, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Capricorn‘, p. 4 
543 Vrygrond Community Development Trust, ‗Vrygrond History & Housing‘. 
URL: http://www.vrygrond.co.za/history.htm 
Accessed: 19.10.2012 
544 City of Cape Town, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Vrygrond‘, p. 4 
545 Ibid. 
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tion on demographics of skarrelaars), but in most cases view themselves as being residents of Capri-
corn (esp. in the roads bordering Capricorn). 
 
Figure 7: The socioeconomic profile of Lavender Hill / Seawinds and Vrygrond 
Profile of Lavender Hill / Seawinds and Vrygrond
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Source: own graph based on the suburb census 2011 
 
From the figures presented above one can deduce that the socioeconomic conditions in the settle-
ments of the study site are quite similar. Life in these areas is marked by high unemployment rates as 
well as high levels of crime (gangs), substance abuse and violence/abuse. According to the stats of an 
NGO, more than half (59.2%) of the population in Vrygrond and surrounds have been victims of 
crime including robbery, hijacking, deliberate damage to property and sexual assault/rape.
546
 One 
indication of widespread drug abuse in some areas is that for instance a part of the informal settle-
ment of Montague Village is called ―Rondomtik‖ (―everybody is taking tik‖) by the locals from 
Hillview. ―Tik‖ is an amphetamine which is very cheap and the most common drug in the townships 
on the Cape Flats in Cape Town. The breakdown of the social fabric in these areas and turf wars be-
                                                 
546 Where Rainbows Meet Training and Development Foundation, ‗About Vrygrond‘ 
URL: http://volunteerswhererainbowsmeet.wordpress.com/aboutvrygrond/ 
Accessed: 15.09.2013 
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tween rival gangs are largely associated with this drug.
547
 In general, there is a high level of poverty 
and destitution, creating an atmosphere of desolation in which people feel marginalised and forgotten. 
 
The feel of neglect and marginalisation that many skarrelaars feel was expressed very clear during an 
informal conversation with a skarrelaar, who previously had been a gang member and in prison: ―No 
one has talked to us before. We are sure that you have been sent by God to help us.‖548 This statement 
not only displays the feeling of helplessness and disappointment in the state and society, but in addi-
tion points to the role of faith and religion in their attempt to leave crime and gangsterism behind and 
to ―make an honest living‖. A number of skarrelaars, who had served prison sentences in the past, 
maintained that they had (re)discovered their faith in God, which in turn compels them to be a ―good‖ 
person. Linked to this is their reply to the question why they are picking waste: ―Skarreling keeps me 
out of trouble.‖  
 
In an area where unemployment is high and gangsterism epidemic, it is not difficult for young men to 
slide into crime. Serving a sentence in one of South Africa‘s notoriously overcrowded and violent 
prisons – that seem to produce hardened criminals instead of reintegrating petty criminals into society 
– is the best way to live a life at odds with law and society. On the other hand, deciding to leave their 
criminal past behind and to try earning money by working, is not an easy choice to make, and quite 
admirable given the circumstances. 
 
In short, given the low employment rates and the hundreds of households without any income, 
searching for recyclables on the nearby landfill site provides at least some households with a regular 
income, despite the dangers. 
 
 
24. Skarreling: why, what, where, when and how? 
 
24.1 Demographics of the skarrelaars 
 
In order to understand the dimension and scale of informal waste recycling, it is important to start 
with the demographic composition of the reclaimers.  
                                                 
547 Thomas Scheen, ‗Gangs in Südafrika: Der Frieden in Lavender Hill‘, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), 
(29.12.2012). 
URL: http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/gangs-in-suedafrika-der-frieden-in-lavender-hill-12009565.html 
Accessed: 20.08.2013 
548  
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In terms of ethnicity, first language and gender, the 200 interviewed skarrelaars are a very homoge-
nous group. More or less all of them are Coloured people with Afrikaans as their first language, and 
the vast majority are males. Thus only 16 of the 200 skarrelaars were females, which equals 8% (see 
fig. 8). The reasons behind this small number of females involved are not clear. One can only specu-
late that the harsh conditions (and perhaps low status) surrounding skarreling might deter women 
from entering this occupation. The more plausible reason might be the still very traditional role of 
women in these areas and in South Africa in general, which means staying at home and taking care of 
children and household.  
 
Figure 8: Gender distribution of the skarrelaars  
Gender of skarrelaars
Male
92%
Female
8%
 
 
What is striking when looking at the age distribution of the skarrelaars (see fig. 9) is that, on the one 
hand, only 4% are above 50 years old and, on the other hand, more than a third of them (34,6%) are 
younger than 20 years, with 6% being younger than 10. The youngest skarrelaars were 5 and 7 years 
old, and the oldest 59. The children are often part of a family who goes on the landfill together. About 
half of the skarrelaars are between 21 and 39 years old. The average age is 26,4 years, which suggests 
that skarreling is an activity that people mainly do when they are young and that it might be too tough 
when one gets older. It also reflects the fact that a large share of the population in these areas is under 
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24 (49% in Lavender Hill
549
, 48% in Vrygrond
550
, and 38% in Capricorn
551
), and only a very small 
share that is above 64 years old (e.g. 3.8% in Lavender Hill
552
). 
 
Figure 9: Age distribution of the skarrelaars 
Age distribution of skarrelers
6,0%
7,0%
21,6%
29,1%
23,1%
9,0%
4,0%
5 to 10
10 to 15
16 to 20
21 to 29
30 to 39
40 to 49
50 to 59
 
 
Of the 14 people who participated in the in-depth interview two were women, which if converted into 
percentage is almost twice as much as the overall average. The youngest interviewee was 19 years 
old, and two interviewees were 53 years old, which puts them in the group of the oldest skarrelaars of 
the study. Children under the age of 18 were not asked to participate in the in-depth interview be-
cause of ethical concerns and their possible lack of understanding of the questions and the implica-
tions of their answers. This explains that the average age of this group with 36,7 years is about ten 
years higher than the total average. 
 
All but two respondents were born in Cape Town, and all but one speak Afrikaans as first language 
and are Coloured in terms of the South African ethnicity categories, only M31CH stated to have 
grown up with both Xhosa and Afrikaans as first languages. Moreover, all respondents have at least a 
basic command of the English language.  
                                                 
549 City of Cape Town, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Lavender Hill‘, p. 3 
550 City of Cape Town, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Vrygrond‘, p. 3 
551 City of Cape Town, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Capricorn‘, p. 3 
552 City of Cape Town, ‗City of Cape Town – 2011 Census Suburb Lavender Hill‘, p. 3 
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The South African Schools Act of 1996 makes education compulsory for all South Africans from the 
age of seven (grade 1) to age 15, or the completion of grade 9 (formerly standard 7).
553
 Obtaining a 
matriculation certificate requires completion of grade 12 (the former standard 10). Only two of 14 
respondents (M31CH, M27HD) accomplished the minimum requirement of at least nine grades of 
school education. The remaining twelve people left school prematurely, with eight dropping out dur-
ing standard 5 or 6 (equals grade 7 or 8) when they were aged between 14 and 16, and one dropping 
out during grade 9. Two respondents left school during grade 6. M42CH was expelled from school 
during grade 1 (at age 7), because he ―was a trouble maker‖; he also left home that time, and stayed 
―amongst the birds at Muizenberg beach‖. In terms of the reasons why they did not continue further 
with their schooling, three respondents stated that they just did not want to go to school anymore. 
M32HD explained that there was no income in his mother‘s household, therefore he had to leave dur-
ing standard 6 and find work to generate an income for the family. M35HD did not go to school be-
yond standard 4, because he went from school to prison at age 14 for 15 years (for theft and rob-
beries; escaped from infirmary, and subsequently committed more crimes; thus years of prison sen-
tence added up). 
 
The national census 2011 revealed that that 35.5% of the black Africans, 42% of coloured persons, 
26.1% of Indian/Asian and 21.4% of white persons had at least some secondary education. Further-
more, 35.2% of black Africans, 32.6% of Coloureds, 61.6% of Indians/Asians and 76% of white citi-
zens had completed an education of high school or higher. In terms of the total population, 41.7% had 
an education of high school or higher, whereas 8.6% of the population aged 20 years and older had 
not completed any schooling.
554
 
 
If one compares these stats to the schooling of the skarrelaars, two things stand out: the number of 
skarrelaars with at least some secondary education is above the average for their population group, 
but none of them completed high school (compared to almost a third of this group nationwide). It 
seems that they (and/or their parents) do not see it worthwhile to go to school until matric, but leave 
just before/after they have attended the minimum years at school. The reasons for this may differ, 
ranging from not being able to cope anymore (being overchallenged), to the ―temptations‖ of a crimi-
nal life to the sheer necessity of having to earn money for the daily survival. These reasons might also 
indicate a family crisis or breakdown, which would not be surprising in an area with high levels of 
                                                 
553 Statistics South Africa, Census 2011, Statistical Release P0301.4 (Pretoria: Stats SA, 2013), p. 30 
URL: http://www.statssa.gov.za/Publications/P03014/P030142011.pdf 
Accessed: 20.05.2013 
554 Ibid., p. 34 
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substance abuse. The bleak prospects of decent employment and the lacking belief in the benefits of 
higher education add to this pattern of leaving school before the time. 
 
Yet only the respondent who left school in standard 1 has more or less no school education. Thus – in 
contradiction to the stereotype that marks waste pickers as uneducated – almost all the skarrelaars 
who were interviewed have some secondary education. A lack of (basic) education is therefore not 
the primary cause of people becoming skarrelaars, but it is the lack of further education that can be 
seen as one of the main causes – although this alone does not make one a skarrelaar, as the level of 
secondary education is generally low in these areas (see the socioeconomic profile above). This lack 
of higher education is of course rooted in the absence of sufficient apprenticeship and skills training 
opportunities in the formal economy, combined with the bleak prospects given the socioeconomic 
conditions of the townships with high levels of unemployment. These circumstances are exacerbated 
by the need to generate some income, a strong gang presence, and the absence of positive role mod-
els. Jeffrey Finnies has pointed out another important aspect: that many of them lack self-
confidence
555
 (which is not surprising given their disempowerment and marginalisation).  
 
24.2  Skarreling: pure necessity or choice of lifestyle? 
 
The first question to ask is: why do the people skarrel? In other words, what are the reasons of these 
people to go on the landfill to dig for recyclables, and why they chose to do this instead of something 
else. Is skarreling the only means to eke out a living in a daily fight for survival, or do people choose 
this because they prefer to earn their livelihood this way and live a rather independent life free from 
the dictate of some authority? 
 
As mentioned above, escaping unemployment and leaving a life of crime behind are the main motiva-
tions for the skarrelaars to go on the landfill to collect recyclables. It would seem likely then to as-
sume that most skarrelaars have been unemployed and/or in prison before taking up this activity. And 
for the majority of people this is true (except the children), but the data also reveals that it is wrong to 
suggest that the people had always been unemployed. A number of skarrelaars had previously been 
trained in a trade and worked in a formal job. People for example were trained and worked in profes-
sions such as electrician, welder, plasterer, plumber and fisherman, or were employed in jobs such as 
garden service, kitchen helper, and cleaner. Some of these jobs were informal, but others were formal 
and the people earned regular weekly or monthly salaries. 
                                                 
555 Interview with focus group 1: population C, CPL conference room (19.09.2013). 
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For example, M19CS was paid about R450 a week for working for a gardening service; F37CH 
earned R250 a week working as kitchen helper at a Spur‘s restaurant; M35HD worked in construction 
and earned R250 a week; M27HD received R800 a fortnight when doing construction work; and 
M53CH received weekly wages when working as a fisherman and in plumbing. There are various 
reasons why these people became unemployed. Some of the people like M53CH had to quit their jobs 
because of health reasons; F37CH did not want to work nightshifts anymore and when she worked as 
a domestic worker her employer died. Others had only (short-term) contracts, and/or where just em-
ployed for the duration of a project (e.g. a building project). And M42CH for example had unregular 
work, paid on daily basis (e.g. worked on farm for R6/day). These cases point to one of the main 
problems apart from unemployment in the townships: underemployment. Even people who have 
some skills do often not find enough – in other words regular – work and are only able to find day 
work. The problem with these occasional jobs of course is the absence of a steady income. Skarreling 
on the other hand provides a more reliable source of income, although it is subjected to fluctuations. 
Therefore skarreling becomes the main occupation and will only occasionally be paused when some 
other (day) work – which might be more lucrative – is offered. M53CH and M35CH for instance 
mentioned that they sometimes get a painting job. 
 
In general, however, only three skarrelaars stated that they have an income in addition to selling recy-
clables to the scrap yards. Thus, more or less all are what can be called ―career waste pickers‖, that is 
they are not opportunists in the sense that they only collect materials occasionally and/or make some 
money on the side, but that this is their main (and full-time) job. This is supported by the replies to 
the question of how long the people have been skarreling. Five respondents have been reclaiming 
materials for at least three years, and five for at least five to eight years; F51HD has been skarreling 
for 10 years, and M36CH even for 20 years. Only three of them have skarreled on another landfill in 
addition to Coastal Park. Moreover, since access to the CPL is restricted, all but three also skarrel (at 
least occasionally) in the streets during the day. For example they rummage through the bins in the 
neighbouring middle-class suburbs of Muizenberg, Fish Hoek, Tokai or Lakeside. Some go every 
morning, others on Monday and Tuesday when the rubbish gets collected. 
 
One might wonder what keeps these people going – in particular those whose lives have been dam-
aged – to not lose hope and give up, but to go up the landfill day in day out. One factor that seems to 
drive these people – and what gives them some stability in their lives – are children. This is exempli-
fied by the words of M42CH, who had to serve a 6 ½ years prison sentence for stealing and stabbing 
someone: ―You see, I was a bad person until I got my child. This changed my life.‖ Of course these 
children are born into poverty and misery, and the odds that their future will look better are not very 
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high. Yet they give the skarrelaars ―something to live for‖, and structures their day (and life) by forc-
ing them to earn money for the daily survival and the upbringing of the children.  
 
In this case the children of the couple (F37CH and M42CH) live with the maternal grandmother in 
Lavender Hill. Whatever money the couple has left over after satisfying their basic needs goes to-
wards the children. On the day of the interview they expressed their sadness and worries that they 
could not afford to buy a birthday present for one of the children whose birthday was around the cor-
ner. This shows that these skarrelaars are striving towards a ‗normal‘ family life, and worry about the 
same things that middle class families with a tight budget would worry about – just that for the 
skarrelaars the situation is more desperate. Moreover, having children seems to be a reason for the 
fathers to leave gang life behind, as for instance in the case of M35HD. 
 
Figure 10: Former horse stable, now inhabited by three skarrelaars 
 
From these brief insights into the life stories of the skarrelaars one can conclude that the individual 
reasons for reclaiming waste might differ from one another, but that there are underlying causes that 
are similar and that allow for identifying some patterns which binds their fates together. Most of these 
people have to earn a living somehow as there are very few jobs available in these areas. The 
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dumpsite is a visible and relatively easy accessible employment opportunity, where one can just go 
on one‘s own initiative, and without needing training or tools. Many skarrelaars have left high school 
before completing it, and saw the landfill as a way to generate an income. Some of the males had 
slipped into a criminal career and started skarreling as an alternative to a life of crime. In short, the 
people who are willing to work but cannot find work or have lost their job, go on the landfill because 
it is there and the scrap dealers have created a demand for recyclable materials. The statistics com-
piled from the data of the observation questionnaire support this claim and will be presented in the 
following. 
 
Figure 11: Reasons for skarreling 
Why are you skarreling?
28,0%
43,5%
2,7%12,4%
2,7%
2,7%
8,1%
"there are no other jobs"
has no other job
(unemployed)
has no (other) income 
goes after school
not in school / dropped
out / expelled
other
no answer
 
 
The three most common answers to the question ―why are you skarreling?‖ were: ―there are no other 
jobs‖; ―I have no other job / I‘m unemployed‖; and ―I have no other income‖. They are slightly nu-
anced responses that are all pointing to the same facts: work is difficult to find in the area and people 
skarrel on the landfill because they cannot generate an income from another job. If one thus combines 
these three answers, it shows that almost three quarters of the respondents engage in waste picking 
because they are unable to find (other) employment where they live (see fig. 11). They therefore have 
to resort to this activity to earn some money for their daily survival (if they do not want to resort to 
illegitimate means). If one leaves aside the children who go on the tip after school to make a few 
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Rand for their personal spending, for more or less all other respondents the money they make from 
skarreling is their primary source of income. 
 
For example, when asked why he is skarreling, M35HD first rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, then his 
trouser legs. He said: ―Look at this. Nobody is ever going to employ me when they see this.‖ Both his 
arms and legs are almost fully covered with colourful tattoos. When asked about the origin of the 
tattoos he started to give some insight into his life story. He did not go to school beyond standard 4, 
because he went from school to prison at age 14 for 15 years (for theft and robberies; escaped from 
infirmary, and subsequently committed more crimes; thus years of prison sentence added up). This 
means that he has been in prison for half of his life, where he was member of a ―Number Gang‖ (in 
Capetonian prisons there are for example the warring 28s and the 26s). He explained that when one 
gets into prison, one almost inevitably has to join a gang – ―otherwise you become the wife.‖ In other 
words, the choice is between engaging in gang violence or enduring brutal rape by another inmate on 
top of the hierarchy over and over again. It is a choice between a rock and a hard place.  
 
Once released from prison, these marked people face a harsh and unwelcoming world. It is thus very 
comprehensible that this respondent does not want to go back to prison, and would not engage in 
criminal activities again. Yet, since it is highly unlikely that he will get formal employment some-
where, his options are very few. Thus skarreling is among the few things he can do to earn money 
that are not ―criminal activities‖. However, M35HD made a deliberate/conscious choice to skarrel, 
and even owns a little spade: ―I‘m good at digging. I‘ve always been got a digging, that‘s the one 
thing I can do well. I sometimes dig down half a metre or even two metres to look for scrap.‖ In other 
words, he combines the limited choice he has to make a living with an activity he likes and is good at. 
In a scenario where he could not make money from skarreling any longer, it is quite likely that he will 
have to engage in non-legal activities again to earn a living for himself and his family. This is the side 
of waste picking which the authorities generally neglect: a skarrelaar more in most cases means a 
―criminal‖ less. Against all odds M35HD started a family, has two children now, and has decided to 
earn his living in an honest way in a context where he has almost no chance of a formal job. Howev-
er, if the city continues to view skarreling as an illegal activity it means he will be forced back into 
‗criminality‘ despite his good intentions. Not only does this seem morally wrong, but it is also unwise 
as it reinforces a wider systemic logic than turns honest men into criminals and forces them to remain 
there, rather than the other way around. 
 
As mentioned in the previous chapters, the activity of waste picking is commonly associated with low 
status in society, and reclaimers are generally believed to be carriers of diseases or criminals. Similar-
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ly, waste pickers from South African townships, and in particular those at Coastal Park allegedly are 
all drug addicts or criminals. The head of the landfill law enforcement for instance warned me against 
believing what the skarrelaars tell me, and that I need to be cautious as they are dangerous and could 
easily harm me. The other officials present at this conversation pointed out that the skarrelaars are 
stealing the city‘s property (such as fences and signs), and implied that they come to the landfill be-
cause they need quick cash.
556
 
 
Figure 12: Spending of income 
For what reason are you here today? / What are you going to do with the 
money (from selling the recyclables)?
0,5%
42,5%
11,3%
12,4%
8,6%
8,6%
2,7%
4,3%
6,5%
2,7%
to sell collected materials to scrap yard to
buy food (for her/himself)
to sell collected materials to scrap yard to
buy food and electricity
to sell collected materials to scrap yard to
support family 
to sell collected materials to scrap yard to
buy food and drugs (weed)
to sell collected materials to scrap yard to
buy food and "luxuries" (e.g. cigarettes)
to sell to scrap yard to buy chips and sweets
to keep collected materials/items
to sell collected materials to scrap yard to
save the money
other
no answer
 
 
However, the data obtained speak a different language. Not only is the primary reason for skarreling 
the lack of employment (opportunities), but the purpose of collecting and selling recyclables is pri-
marily to buy food and other necessities such as electricity (see fig. 12). In the case of the scrap metal 
skarrelaars, 68.4% (i.e. more than two thirds) use the income they generate first and foremost to buy 
food. More than two out of five people spend the money they make from selling scrap metal to the 
scrap dealers to just buy food for themselves in order to survive. Often they can just afford some 
bread, and maybe some coffee and sugar as a ―little extra‖. If one combines all answers where the 
people would at least spend some of the money on food (or occasionally), then the number increases 
                                                 
556 Conversation with the head of the CPL law enforcement unit, a city representative (standing in for the landfill manager 
who was absent) – now head of the SW disposal at the CCT – and other landfill staff at the CPL reception office 
(08.11.2012) 
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to almost 80% (see fig. 13). In other words, eight out of ten people skarrel and sell the recyclable ma-
terials to spend it at least partly on essentials.  
 
This is underpinned by the fact that only 11% of the respondents stated that they will spend the mon-
ey on what they call ―luxuries‖, which includes cigarettes and coffee, although they also will first buy 
food from the money if necessary. In addition, there are more than the 2.7% of the respondents who 
indicated in the survey to buy electricity (and food) from the money, as some also fall into other cate-
gories (e.g. family support; other); and some have probably not mentioned spending money on this. 
Because most of the skarrelaars have to spend all or most of their income on necessities, only 2.7% 
are able to save the money; these are usually people who are not running their own household (e.g. 
children) or are not the only breadwinner in their household. 
 
Figure 13: Spending of income on necessities 
Spending of income generated by skarreling
0,5%
2,7%
8,6%
8,6%
79,6%
spends at least some of the money on
buying food
keeps collected materials / items
saves the money
other
no answer
 
 
Merely 6% reported using the money to buy drugs. The main drug is marijuana (―dagga‖), which is 
not a heavy drug, and which is not linked to the wider social problems and gang violence that other 
drugs like Tik are associated with. In addition, some of the skarrelaars are Rastafarians and smoking 
weed is part of their religion/culture. Some skarrelaars however admitted to buying Tik and/or other 
drugs. Only one person said that he will spend the money on beer; and so it seems that alcohol is thus 
not the main drug. It is not surprising that people resort to drugs to be able to deal with the often des-
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titute circumstances they live in, and to ―relax‖ from the hard work on the landfill. Of course not all 
skarrelaars would have admitted that they need the cash to buy drugs, which means their number is 
probably slightly higher than 6%. However, during observation and interviews, only two skarrelaars 
had a smell of alcohol on them and one seemed under the influence of some drug. The rest of the 
people appeared not to be intoxicated, although Recycler 3 explained that some people have to ―feed 
a habit‖. These findings contradict the assumption that most skarrelaars are drug addicts and are des-
perate to make some money through the sale of recyclables. Moreover, from the statements of the 
skarrelaars it is clear that the work on the tip is quite tough, and one could argue that it is too tough 
for heavy drug addicts. 
 
The 4.3% who use the money to buy chips and sweets are almost all children, or parents who buy 
these for their children. It is likely that most children do not receive pocket money, so they go on the 
landfill to collect a few tins and cans (maybe 1 to 3 kg‘s), which will earn them between R1 and R4. 
This is enough to buy a few small packs of chips (50 cents each) and/or some other cheap sweets. 
Amongst those 8.6% in the ―other‖ category, most give some or all their earned money to their girl-
friends, mothers or other family members, and/or spend it on items that are not for bare survival.  
 
The second part of the question remains, which is whether the people prefer skarreling to other activi-
ties to earn a living, or if they have no choice (or believe/perceive that they have no choice). In other 
studies
557
 it has been found that the majority of waste pickers are relatively happy with their work and 
that they prefer the independent life of a reclaimer, where nobody orders them around and tells them 
what to do; they prefer to be their own boss and make their own working hours. At CPL, however, 
the situation is quite different. All skarrelaars answered the question ―Would you prefer to do some-
thing else than skarreling if you had the choice?‖ with yes. This is underpinned by the preference of 
all respondents to rather earn their money in a formal job with a weekly/monthly wage if they got 
paid R10 per hour (or more). 
 
The stark contrast of the responses at CPL from other studies about the preference for self-
employment has to be found in the circumstances surrounding skarreling there. This is not surprising 
given that their activity is viewed as illegal and access is denied – at least during the operating hours. 
Further, the waste is covered with rubble and soil and compacted to which the landfill operator is 
legally obliged at the end of each working day ―for safety reasons‖.558 However, in a personal con-
                                                 
557 see e.g. Schenck, Rinie / Blaauw, Derick, and Viljoen, Kotie, Unrecognized Waste Management Experts: Challenges 
and Opportunities for Small Business Development and Decent Job Creation in the Waste Sector in the Free State (Gene-
va: ILO, 2012), p. 98 
558 Interview with focus group 1: population C, CPL conference room (19.09.2013). 
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versation Mike Dyssel explained that at the (former) Faury landfill site (which is closed now) drivers 
waited to cover waste with soil in order to give waste pickers time to look for and reclaim materi-
als.
559
 In short, life is made very difficult for the skarrelaars at CPL and their earnings are low. In 
addition, they are exposed to high levels of violence and conflict with law enforcement employed by 
the state and the private security guards while they are working, which has even discouraged some 
skarrelaars to continue going onto the landfill but rather to rummage through the bins and scour the 
streets instead. 
 
As much as the landfill symbolises a new beginning for people whose lives took a few wrong turns, it 
is at the same time a place of shattered dreams. During the interview F37CH reflected on her life, 
which seemed to make her realise that somewhere it took a wrong turn. She started crying during the 
interview when asked if she preferred doing something else but skarreling, saying: ―This is not the 
life I have imagined for myself.‖ After we had interrupted the interview and she thought a while 
about her situation she said: ―I don‘t belong on the tip.‖ This short and simple sentence captures the 
feeling of marginalisation and hopelessness, which not only this respondent felt. It is of course on the 
one hand attributed to the activity itself, but also the circumstances under which it is performed. In 
her case, this is aggravated by the living conditions (the absence of decent housing) and the separa-
tion from her children and her inability to care for them. 
 
 
24.3  What materials are collected and what are they used for? 
 
The main material collected by the skarrelaars is scrap metal (esp. cans and tins). More than four out 
of five skarrelaars (86%) had either gathered scrap metal or uttered the intention to do so (see fig. 14). 
Together with the 3.8% who collect plastics and scrap metal, almost 90% of all landfill skarrelaars 
focus their activities on reclaiming metal of all sizes and types. The most common types of metal sold 
at the scrap yards are light steel (e.g. cans and tins), heavy steel (e.g. reinforcing bars, steel plates), 
aluminium (e.g. frames) and copper (e.g. wires). Some scrap yards also buy various alloys including 
brass. Scrap metal is almost exclusively collected to sell it to the scrap yards, unless there is a piece 
that someone can use (e.g. for their home).  
 
 
 
                                                 
559 Personal conversation with Mike Dyssel (11.04.2013). 
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Figure 14: Materials collected by skarrelaars 
Collected or searched-for materials
86,0%
3,8%
1,6%
1,6%
1,6%
5,4%
scrap metal scrap metal and plastics bricks anything other no answer
 
 
1.6% of the skarrelaars gather and clean bricks (and other building materials), which are partly sold, 
and partly kept either to use for the own home or for a building job. If things like clothes, shoes, toys 
or foodstuffs are found and in an acceptable condition (though the standards of the skarrelaars are 
rather low), they are picked up as well and in most cases retained for personal usage. Sometimes a 
skarrelaar is fortunate and finds something of higher value, including cell phones or even cash mon-
ey. Skarrelaar 144 for instance presented a gold ring he found on the tip, which he planned to sell 
outside the township. 
 
Table 4: Price table non-metal recyclers 
Recycler 
prices per kg 
paid/sold: plastic 
foil (and similar) 
prices per kg 
paid/sold: plas-
tic bottles (and 
similar) 
prices per kg 
paid/sold: plastic 
(other) 
prices per 
kg 
paid/sold: 
carboard 
prices per kg 
paid/sold: 
glass 
Recycler 2 
buys for R 1 / sells for 
R 2,50 
buys for 50 cents   
buys for 25 
cents / sells 
for 50 cents 
buys for 25 
cents / sells 
for 50 cents 
Recycler 6 
buys for 80 cents 
(polypropylene) / sells 
for 2,00 - 2,50 
  
buys for 80 cents 
(polypropylene); 60 
cents (old plastic 
chairs or similar) / 
sells for 2,00 - 2,50 
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The incentive to collect plastics, cardboard and glass is rather small, as the general prices as well as 
the weight-price ratio are unfavourable. In other words, not only are the prices paid for plastics, card-
board and glass considerably lower per kg than what is paid for scrap metal (see table 4 and fig. 15), 
but in order to amass one kg of plastic or cardboard one has to collect a significantly larger vol-
ume/amount of materials which is a double disadvantage. Recycler 6 for instance had collected plas-
tics for more than a month and still needed more before it was enough to fill a truck in order for it to 
be profitable to take it away (has to hire truck for R200 per trip, which can load up to 9 big bags of 
about 100 kg each). If he takes away the plastic once a month he makes around R500 profit. Recycler 
2 claimed to buy plastics, cardboard and glass for 250 to 300 Rand a day (if it is hot or raining less, 
maybe R100), but only makes a meagre profit of 700 to 800 Rand per month. This makes them want 
to sell the business, ―because it makes too little money‖ since large quantities of plastic are needed 
and it pays little at recycling centres. 
 
Figure 15: Price table scrap dealer (recycler 1):  
 
 
Thus, dealing with scrap metal is far more profitable than being a recycler for plastics, cardboard and 
glass. This has implications on what the people who skarrel on the landfill look for. In general, it ap-
pears that the majority of people bringing materials like plastics and cardboard to the recycling places 
did not reclaim them from the landfill but found them in household bins and in the streets of the sur-
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rounding middle-class suburbs (this is based on observation and chats with the skarrelaars and recy-
clers). 
 
On the photograph taken at recycler 1(fig. 15) one can see the price list for the most common metals. 
The prices vary slightly from dealer to dealer, but are all within 20 to 50 cents of each other. Recycler 
1 for instance pays R1 for light steel, at the other yards the skarrelaars get R1,20 or R1,50 per kg. The 
price for heavy steel (R1,50) is more or less the same at all yards. The most valuable metal traded is 
copper, which pays about R40 at all yards (pure copper of good quality). However, prices change due 
to the volatile prices for metal on the world market. Furthermore, Recycler 4 explained that every 
year in November/December the prices go down, ―because there‘s too much metal on the market‖. 
The reason for this (if true) is not clear. One could just speculate that more people skarrel in those 
months, but this would also not explain a general price decrease. The prices paid per kilogramme are 
comparatively low, as the recyclables from the landfill generally are not of the best quality (contami-
nated with dirt, starting to rust etc.) and come in small pieces and quantities. 
 
Apart from the price list, the picture shows the notice that telecommunications cables are not bought. 
Copper cable theft is a big problem, not only in South Africa but globally. The police therefore inves-
tigate copper theft, and if they find stolen metal at the scrap yards will issue a heavy fine of a few 
thousand Rand. The scrap yard owners of course try to avoid paying fines and do not want to jeopard-
ise their licenses either. Hence the majority of them are cautious about buying copper and ask the 
person who brings the scrap where they obtained it if in doubt about the source. This appears to refute 
the assertion that the informal scrap dealers mainly trade in stolen goods. Nonetheless, they are sub-
ject to regular police checks, in particular after metal has been reported stolen in surrounding areas. 
 
Only 0.5% of people surveyed stated that they keep some of the materials they collected. However, it 
can be assumed that their number would be higher. For instance, nine of the 14 participants of the in-
depth interviews explained that they will keep food and clothes for themselves if they find any. One 
respondent (F37CH) said she would give toys and clothes that she finds to her mother and her chil-
dren. M31CH keeps things he can fix and sells them after repairing/refurbishing them. Lastly, 
M25CH is amongst the people who keep building materials that they use in their own homes or in a 
building job. Three skarrelaars we came across near the landfill were cleaning used bricks that they 
had collected on the landfill, and were loading them on wheelbarrows (that they had found previously 
on the tip). Although they do sell these bricks to the owner of a tuck shop in the area (for 60 cents a 
piece) this is mainly a way of storing the bricks (safely) since they do not have storage space, and 
they would buy back some of the bricks when they have a construction job. M42CH keeps hold of 
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some stuff, for example a radio or things to embellish his shack (e.g. has stickers on wall, little figu-
rines), and things he can use for his artwork; retaining things beyond pure necessity and using it to 
decorate his surroundings is a way of making sense of one‘s world560 and living a life beyond pure 
survival. 
 
Figure 16: Scrap metal at Recycler 4 
561
 
 
 
24.4  Health and skarreling  
 
As explained in chapter two, informal waste collection is a demanding business, and looking for re-
cyclables on a landfill site is particularly arduous and poses various dangers. This general supposition 
was confirmed by the skarrelaars of the Coastal Park landfill in both interviews and informal conver-
sation. Generally, the skarrelaars reported suffering from bruises and injuries from broken glass, 
sharp metals and needles from medical waste that are dumped here. In addition, they are affected by 
health problems such as respiratory problems or gastro-intestinal diseases. For instance, while we 
                                                 
560 For more information on how culture/art is a vehicle for ordinary people to make sense of the world they live in (and 
―grounded aesthetics‖) see: Paul E. Willis, Common culture: symbolic work at play in the everyday cultures of the young 
(Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1990). 
561 All photos used in the findings chapter have been taken by the researcher, unless stated otherwise. 
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were conducting interviews at a scrap yard, one skarrelaar, aged between 30 and 40, explained that he 
stopped going to the tip because earlier that year he came across some food while looking for scraps. 
After consuming the food he fell ill with a heavily inflamed ulcer, to the point that he almost died. 
When he had recovered he decided not to go back to the landfill to earn a living, but to only collect 
bits and pieces in residential areas. This is confirmed by studies on the health impacts of waste pick-
ing elsewhere in the world. For example, Mexico City dumpsite waste pickers have a life expectancy 
of 39 years, compared to 67 years for the general population. In Port Said, Egypt, the prevalence of 
enteric and parasitic diseases was found to be higher in the waste picker community than what is usu-
al in the region. And in Manila, more than 35 diseases have been identified in waste picker communi-
ties including diarrhoea, tuberculosis, skin disorders, and pneumonia.
562
 
 
But health is just one issue. Other skarrelaars were affected by exhaustion, injuries and violence. One 
26 year old street skarrelaar (MX3) said that he had skarreled on the tip before, but stopped going 
there because of rumours of violence. In addition to that, a dog had bitten him in the leg recently, 
impairing his walking abilities. He therefore felt that going onto the site would be too dangerous. 
These examples indicate that working as an informal waste picker on a landfill site requires physical 
strength and fitness, especially when one has to collect recyclables to sell for daily survival. As one 
skarrelaar (MW3), 47, in Capricorn put it: ―One has to be fit to skarrel on tip.‖ 
 
Similar to other manual labour (such as mining), informal waste reclaiming poses various health and 
safety hazards, and injuries are not uncommon. Eleven of the 14 interviewed skarrelaars had been 
injured at least once while working on the landfill site. It seems like the main injuries are bruises as 
well as cuts on the hands from scratching and digging through the waste. Cuts on the hands are espe-
cially common, as the skarrelaars have to literally scratch for the recyclables with their bare hands. 
Only a few have gloves and even fewer tools like a little spade or a pickaxe. Cuts can easily become 
infected. Nine participants had at least once cut their hands and five described how their hands got 
swollen after the cuts got infected. According to his description, M32HD almost lost his hand when 
he cut himself on a sharp object and got entangled. Respondent M53CH said that his hand sometimes 
swells because of an infection after a cut, and M19CS once got a little piece of metal in his finger 
which went septic and had to be operated. These hand injuries can easily prevented by providing the 
skarrelaars with gloves and by not compacting the waste immediately in the sections they scratch for 
recyclables. 
 
                                                 
562 Medina, ‗Waste picker cooperatives in developing countries‘, p. 9 
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Several skarrelaars described how they have to be careful when walking on the dumpsite because of 
sharp objects and because of surface irregularities where one can break through into a hole and be-
come stuck or injure one‘s foot. In addition, one has to be careful with loose objects that might roll or 
fall down. This was confirmed by interviewee M32HD‘s experience, as a big stone once fell on his 
leg and injured it.  
 
Some skarrelaars claim to have witnessed more severe injuries and even deaths. For example re-
spondent F37CH, who said that a friend died in her arms on the dumpsite three months prior to the 
interview. She did not explain the exact circumstances, but it appears he was injured and then col-
lapsed. This is in accordance with accounts from informal interviews, where people have claimed that 
in the past years a few skarrelaars have died on the landfill. One reason, as explained by a number of 
people, was that the skarrelaar had been hit by the caterpillar compacting the waste, and they accuse 
the driver of having been drunk. Allegedly the driver was removed to another post on the landfill af-
ter the incident. While conducting an interview in Capricorn, local residents and skarrelaars pointed 
out two employees of the landfill, who walked back to the landfill from the township with beer bot-
tles in their hands (which the researcher observed), and claimed that a number of employees were 
alcoholics. However, one also has to view this from the drivers‘ perspective. It is very stressful for 
them having to watch out for people bustling about around the vehicle, and who ignore the dangers of 
being next to an operating vehicle. 
 
It is thus probably the general hustle and bustle on a landfill during operating hours paired with care-
lessness on the side of the skarrelaars that is the cause of most accidents. Population C admitted that 
previously to the salvaging ban there had been a number of incidents where landfill machinery (vehi-
cles) ran over people (waste pickers) on the various landfills in the city. People were injured, and 
some even killed (e.g. by being crushed by a dozer/compactor). After such an incident the scene 
would be sealed off, police and ambulance called and the case would be officially investigated.
563
 
  
In terms of if and how skarreling (negatively) affects their health, only four respondents stated that 
the activity does not impact their health. Two people (M38CS, M53CS) complained about back trou-
ble, and believed that their back hurts because they have to bend down the whole time they rummage 
through the waste. Gastro-intestinal diseases, as reported by two skarrelaars (M35HD and one in an 
informal interview), are the result of eating food that they found on the dumpsite that was off and/or 
contaminated with toxins/disease. M35HD had gastritis. F37CH is suffering from asthma/bronchits 
and believes that working on the tip makes it worse. Though one has to consider here that she is a 
                                                 
563 Interview with focus group 1: population C, CPL conference room (19.09.2013). 
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heavy smoker, and that she sometimes when she has no money to buy cigarettes she burns cigarette 
filters to inhale the smoke. This, and other illnesses such as TB (tuberculosis), which two of the inter-
viewees had caught (one even presented his medication plan), are most likely a result of the poor res-
idential living conditions than a direct consequence of skarreling on the dump. 
 
As demonstrated above, this is not to suggest that picking waste at Coastal Park has no negative im-
pacts on the health of the people. There are some indications that health care and toxic wastes are 
dumped at Coastal Park because it is mixed in with the general waste.
564
 These materials and sub-
stances pose a threat for the health of the skarrelaars. J. Finnies explained that if one skarrelaar gets 
infected with a disease from being pricked by a needle on the landfill he/she might subsequently give 
other people in the community the disease. This in turn would bring the landfill management and the 
city in disrepute and cause legal problems with respect to liability. Together with the liability risks 
posed by the case of injury or deaths on the landfill, health concerns was one of the main motivations 
to ban salvaging in 2008. 
 
 
25. The politics of skarreling 
 
25.1   Conflict and cohesion amongst the skarrelaars 
 
One of the main differences of the skarrelaars at Coastal Park to waste pickers on other landfills in 
South Africa (e.g. in Sasolburg waste pickers formed a cooperative in 2006)
565
, and even more so in 
the examples of Brazil and India are the high levels of conflict between the skarrelaars and the au-
thorities (and amongst each other) and the comparatively low level of cooperation and solidarity 
amongst the skarrelaars. Not only do skarrelaars not support each other in times of injury/illness – 
only three people mentioned that other skarrelaars would help them – but more than half of them are 
solitary workers. On the other hand, almost half (48%) of the skarrelaars work in groups, although 
most of these groups consist of merely two or three people (e.g. couples or friends), and three to four 
are families (the largest group was a family of five). The main motivation for this small-scale cooper-
ation is to increase one‘s personal safety, but also collect materials together. In other words, they are 
protected better against being robbed, and their incomes are more stable as a bad day of one 
skarrelaar might be rescued by another group member. In addition, if one group member is ―weaker‖ 
                                                 
564 CPL is only permitted to accept general waste. J. Finnies explained that people put all kinds of wastes in the general 
waste because of a lack of education; this is why needles and potentially hazardous waste also ends up at CPL 
565 Jan Theron, ‗Options for Organizing Waste Pickers in South Africa‘, WIEGO Organizing Briefs, No. 3, 2010, p. 2 
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– that is, is unable to collect enough materials to generate a sufficient income – and the group income 
is nonetheless shared equally, it is a form of support. The question remains what the skarrelaars will 
do when they get too old to skarrel. Forming a cooperative and establishing some form of safety net 
for times of illness and/or the future would provide at least some level of security, especially for those 
who are discouraged work seekers and do not qualify for any form of grant.  
 
The researcher got the impression that living from hand to mouth every day makes the skarrelaars not 
think too much about the future. Of course their options are very limited in terms of building a sus-
tainable future. To make matters worse, there is dislike of, and in some cases even animosity towards, 
skarrelaars from different areas. Skarrelaars from Capricorn blame skarrelaars from Hillview for rob-
beries and trouble and vice versa. Moreover, both sides claim that the other skarrelaars are gangsters 
and it seems that gang dynamics also affect the skarrelaars (for more detail see the next section). 
Ten skarrelaars answered in the affirmative to the question whether there had ever been conflict be-
tween them and other skarrelaars while they were skarreling. The main reason for these – at times 
violent – conflicts were disputes over collected materials with others laying claim on their materials, 
and the attempts of other skarrelaars (who might be gang members) to rob them. Apart from conflict 
emerging through the activities of gangs, it is not surprising that there are quarrels about recyclables 
given the desperate and daily competition for resources on the dump. To hold on to the things one has 
and to be prepared to defend them physically seems legitimate in situations like these, because it is in 
essence a fight for survival. This is in some way a form of the self-preservation as described by 
Hobbes‘ natural rights. Hobbes‘ natural law theory is based on the good of self-preservation. Thus, 
the natural law describes how a rational human being, seeking to survive and prosper, would act.
566
 In 
this light, it is a rational act to respond with violence to the threat to one‘s survival. In general one can 
speculate, however, that the levels of violence amongst the skarrelaars on the landfill are not signifi-
cantly higher than the (already high) levels of violence amongst the residents of these areas. 
 
Overall, there is some small-scale solidarity amongst the reclaimers who choose to work together in 
small groups, but there seems to be no desire to work together as a larger group. Thus, there are no 
efforts and attempts to form a cooperative. This might be attributed to a lack of trust towards each 
other, and the harsh conditions on this particular landfill. Other reasons include: the short duration of 
the day for which they are allowed on the landfill, the difficult access to the recyclables, the hostility 
                                                 
566 Mark Murphy, ‗The Natural Law Tradition in Ethics‘, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
URL: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/natural-law-ethics/ 
Accessed: 16.10.2013 
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from the security and police, the dislike of people ―from the other side‖ and the involvement of crim-
inal elements (adding to mistrust). 
 
However, one interviewee mentioned that if he has not collected anything on a day, others may give 
him a R5 to help out. The researcher also overheard at the scrap dealer in Hillview that some other 
skarrelaars will help others with a few Rand as they did not make enough money on this day to buy 
food. In addition, the scrap dealers show solidarity with skarrelaars as well, maybe even more than 
the skarrelaars show each other. At least three of the scrap dealers will give skarrelaars in need ―cred-
it‖, that means they will give them some money (maybe 5 or 10 Rand) without receiving recyclables 
for it. The skarrelaars can pay back this ―loan‖ in the following days when they bring scraps from the 
tip. This indicates that the scrap trade is not just pure business for the dealers, an insight underpinned 
by the statement of five scrap dealers that they want ―to help the community‖. Thus, scrap dealers see 
their slightly elevated role to some extent as a call to take some responsibility for the skarrelaars and 
the community. The prices for which they buy and sell the scrap metal make this claim credible, as 
the profit margins are quite small as their pricelists and turnover confirms. Although the scrap dealers 
in general can clearly live rather well of the trade (compared to the abject poverty of many other resi-
dents in the area), most are not doing business with the sole aim of maximising profit (see below for 
more details on the social responsibility of the scrap dealers). 
 
In sum, one of the main problems of the skarrelaars is that they are not organised. To make things 
worse, the people from the different sections of the township compete with each other, and are played 
off against each other (involving the gangsters). One can speculate that some gangsters might occa-
sionally fight proxy wars on the dump, although this would have to be researched in another study. 
There are some small attempts on the side of the skarrelaars and the scrap dealers to help each other 
in the daily struggle for survival, but cohesion is still low and there are no attempts to unite as a group 
to improve their situation. 
 
25.2  Criminal elements 
 
Lavender Hill is notorious for being a ―gangland area‖. Two of the main gangs are the ―Junky Funky 
Kids‖ and the ―Corner Boys‖567, which have been at war with each other for control over the lucrative 
                                                 
567 Natasha Bezuidenhout and Esther Lewis, ‗Army called in to quell gangs‘, Cape Argus (25.11.2011). 
URL: http://www.iol.co.za/capeargus/army-called-in-to-quell-gangs-1.1186602#.Uh8Dtn9Rzms 
Accessed: 20.08.2013 
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drug market for decades.
568
 This has not only implications on the social fabric of Lavender Hill, but 
also the neighbouring communities. For instance, Rodney has explained that some of the gangsters 
from Lavender Hill are hiding in Montague village and Capricorn. He also explained that there is 
currently a generational conflict within the gangs, with the younger gangsters challenging the older 
ones. The consequences of this gang rivalry and gang activities in general permeate everyday life in 
these communities, which means that skarreling is not free of criminal elements either. 
 
This is a pattern that, for instance, has been described in the book ―Freakonomics‖ by Steven D. 
Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner. In one chapter they describe the life of black African crack cocaine 
dealers in Chicago in the 1990s. In a 2004 TED Talk called ―The freakonomics of McDonalds vs. 
drugs‖ Levitt presents the findings and maintains that the bottom line is that the organisation and life 
within a gang involved in the crack cocaine business is similar to that of the McDonald‘s restaurant. 
In short, the argument is that life as a ―foot soldier‖ at the bottom of the hierarchy means crappy pay 
for high risk work and is everything but glamorous. In addition, Levitt argues that to rise to the top of 
the gang and earn a multiple of what the rank and file members are making is the aim of the brightest 
kids.
569
  
 
This hierarchy of gang life is probably true for most gangs in the world involved in the drug trade, 
and the parallels to gang life in the study site are striking. Observation and conversation with local 
residents revealed that many young men are gang members, although most look like the average per-
son – that is, they are not musclemen, and do not dress differently and have no visible tattoos. For 
most of them being a gang member does not mean an elevated status, at least not economically. It 
appeared that some gang members do have (formal) jobs, but the majority would of course be in-
volved in illegal activities. Apart from petty crime like theft, they engage in drug dealing as well as 
racketeering. The researcher for instance observed how a group of five, six young men was waiting at 
the junction of two main roads in Hillview ―taxing‖ every passing minibus taxi as modern highway-
men. 
 
Like in the case of Freakonomics, life at the bottom of the hierarchy is hard and the gang members 
have to do the ―dirty‖ work and have to resort to all kinds of activities to make a living. This affects 
skarreling as well. The extent of gang involvement in the reclaiming and sale of recyclables could not 
                                                 
568 Daneel Knoetze, ‗Lavender Hill locked down by police‘, Cape Argus (11.04.2013) 
URL: http://www.iol.co.za/news/crime-courts/lavender-hill-locked-down-by-police-1.1498764 
Accessed: 20.08.2013 
569 Levitt, Steven, ‗The freakonomics of McDonalds vs. drugs‘, TED Talk, Monterey, California, 2004. 
URL: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5UGC2nLnaes 
Accessed: 22.09.2013 
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be determined and is difficult to estimate. Therefore, a few examples are given to illustrate at least the 
nature of gang involvement in skarreling. In Vrygrond/Capricorn skarrelaars and residents claimed 
that gangsters from Lavender Hill regularly rob the skarrelaars on the landfill and on their way down 
to the scrap yards and in particular target the people from Capricorn. Apparently this does not happen 
all the time, but in times when the gangsters need to make quick cash. On day three of the fieldwork 
we came across a skarrelaar on the street outside Recycler 1, who told us that he had just been robbed 
by gangsters on the tip so he only made R2 from selling the few recyclables he had left. Another 
young female skarrelaar (FA4) from Capricorn reported about another incident on day 4: She had 
seen five gangsters on the tip the previous day who robbed some of the skarrelaars. She claimed that 
the gangsters were from Montague village and were armed with sticks, hockey sticks and baseball 
bats, and knives. They forced some skarrelaars to hand over their (filled) bags of scrap metal these 
were done collecting the materials.  
 
On day nine we were told that people were robbed and beaten by Junky Funky gang members the 
previous day around 17h00 on the dump. There had been allegations that a man staying in Capricorn 
near the pathway to the landfill apparently informs the Junky Funkies whom of the skarrelaars they 
should rob. This claim could not be verified and the reasons for such an alleged act are not clear (alt-
hough it might have to do with gang rivalry), but it is an indication of the high levels of mistrust 
amongst the skarrelaars and the community members in general. This is underpinned by statements 
from skarrelaars from Hillview, who in turn accuse the people from Vrygrond and Capricorn of being 
gangsters and of mugging them. 
 
In general, we had been warned before by residents to be careful when waiting for the skarrelaars on 
the pathway to the landfill, as sometimes gangsters hide in the bushes waiting for the skarrelaars to 
return. In addition, there have been rumours of violence between gangsters and skarrelaars on the tip, 
and that some skarrelaars are gangsters themselves. These rumours were confirmed by six of the 
skarrelaars in the interviews who reported being robbed by gangsters and other skarrelaars. For ex-
ample one respondent (M53CS) said that gangsters who are disguised as skarrelaars robbed him the 
previous Monday at gunpoint, and that the ―gangsters think this is Pollsmoor [prison]‖. Two older 
skarrelaars (MN6 and ML6) alleged that ―most of the (young) guys who skarrel are gangsters‖ (which 
some of the other older skarrelaars had confirmed as well). 
 
To conclude, the skarrelaars cling on to a precarious existence and struggle to generate a small in-
come to eke out a living, but even that little bit they have is enough to attract criminal elements. For 
outsiders it is difficult to comprehend that one person would rob another person‘s bag of dirty tins 
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and cans, but it exemplifies the widespread destitution and the profanity of gang life in the poor areas 
of the study site. 
 
25.3  Conflict and violence: the state vs. the skarrelaars 
 
According to population C, there is no real conflict or violence between landfill staff and security and 
the skarrelaars (at least during the day). The landfill manager did not want to be interviewed, and did 
not reply to an email with questions about the conflict at CPL.
570
 Apparently the CCT‘s Law En-
forcement division– which is present on the site with two vehicles and a personnel of eight between 
9h and 18.30h every day – is patrolling the site after 2008 to make sure that no unauthorized persons 
enter the landfill. Given the statements that there is hardly any trouble in and around the site, it is re-
markable that law enforcement is on the site in addition to the private security service which is sta-
tioned on the site permanently, 24 hours a day.  
 
The head of security
571
, who has been working at CPL since August last year, tells a different story. 
According to him and his subordinates, there was lots of conflict (mainly during the day) when the 
current security (consisting of Congolese men) took over in mid-2011. The main reason was that the 
skarrelaars were unwilling to wait for access to the landfill after closing time, but frequently attempt-
ed to enter before. Security maintained that the skarrelaars even throw stones at them, and that some 
security members have been beaten up by skarrelaars (even ended up in hospital). Security is not al-
lowed to arrest them because there are holes in the fence (i.e. no closed space), which means that the 
―skarrelaars are actually not trespassing‖.572 However, security can throw the skarrelaars off the land-
fill, and sometimes do so. Law enforcement on the site serves as back-up of the security, because the 
security has difficulties controlling the skarrelaars. The security members hold that the situation has 
improved over the past year, because ―now the skarrelaars listen‖573. The aforementioned day staff 
claim that they do not know of incidents that might occur after they go home at closing time. 
 
There appears to be some kind of informal agreement between the landfill security / law enforcement 
and the skarrelaars that they can enter the landfill after 16h00, after the trucks stop dumping waste 
and the compactor has finished compacting the waste. This time restriction for the skarrelaars appar-
ently was in place even before current security took over, although there are contradictory statements 
about this. When we visited the site in 2011 they were skarreling before 16h00. The researcher ob-
                                                 
570 He had replied to an earlier email, stating that he has no information that could contribute to this research. 
571 His name is not mentioned for reasons of anonymity. 
572 Informal interview with head of private security of CPL, CPL, Muizenberg (06.11.2012). 
573 Ibid. 
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served that the skarrelaars assemble near two holes in the fence from about 15h00 onwards, and after 
16h00 the security / law enforcement withdraws and just observes the skarrelaars from a distance.  
 
Despite observing this practice in person, when interviewing the dump foremen and the city repre-
sentative they denied that there is any kind of agreement to allow the skarrelaars on the site, but that 
they might be trespassing in the evening. The head of security maintains that there are more than 100 
people skarreling on the site, but that ―the [local] counsellor doesn‘t want people on the landfill‖574. A 
Vrygrond resident called Deon – who claims to have been amongst the first people to start skarreling 
on the tip – accuses the DA ward councillor Shaun August of the intention ―to chase the skarrelaars 
off the landfill‖. Moreover, he alleges that the landfill management does not want people on the site 
because ―they want the valuable materials for themselves‖575 (esp. copper and other metal). Similar 
allegations have been voiced by the skarrelaars too, who claim that the council employees prevent 
people from going onto the tip because they collect stuff for themselves; some staff then would ac-
cuse the skarrelaars of stealing materials when it is in fact them who took the stuff. In addition, popu-
lation C maintained that staff are not allowed to take any recyclables from the landfill. If a staff 
member is caught removing goods from the site, this has ramifications under employment law. But he 
can only remember one incident of this nature on the (now closed) Brackenfell landfill site about ten 
years ago, which subsequently led to the dismissal of the em-ployee. 
 
The validity of the allegations against staff to take recyclables from the landfill could not be con-
firmed by this study. However, during the fieldwork there was an incident with law enforcement that 
would raise some questions about the activities on the landfill and more general how the state engag-
es with poor people. While interviewing skarrelaars outside the landfill, the law enforcement officers 
from the tip joined the scene and immediately tried to create an atmosphere of intimidation (i.e. alto-
gether five armed officers in bullet-proof vests surrounded the interviewer). In addition to posing in 
intimidating ways (e.g. putting on grim faces) they displayed the command-and-control attitude that 
is typical for interaction of the South African police with the poor, black population. The head of the 
unit argued with the interviewer that it is forbidden to shoot pictures and interview people, because it 
takes place on council property, although there are no signs or fences indicating this and preventing 
people to be in this public space. They asked for my identification and whether I was a journalist or 
from 3
rd
 Degree
576
. They told me that I need to ask landfill management for permission to do research 
amongst the skarrelaars and threatened to arrest me if they saw me anywhere near the landfill 
                                                 
574 Ibid. 
575 Informal interview with Deon, local resident, Capricorn/Vrygrond (07. and 08.11.2012). 
576 3rd Degree is an investigative TV show, which the researcher did not know at the time. 
 
 
 
 
179 
 
again
577
. This behaviour would make anyone suspicious in that they have something to hide and that 
they fear a journalist will uncover something. Moreover, if they were willing to behave like this to-
wards a white, educated, middle-class person, one can only infer how they would treat less powerful 
people. 
 
Consistent with my view, one young informal respondent (MC3) claimed that he had been locked up 
on the landfill three times, the last time in August 2012. He was handcuffed and then beaten up with 
fists and sticks; from time to time they poured water over him; and altogether he was held for four 
hours by security. He confirmed that if skarrelaars are caught on the tip before 16h00 they will be 
locked up. The skarrelaars MN6 and ML6 had similar experiences. Three weeks prior to the interview 
MN6 was arrested and locked in the police van for the whole day. Both of them claimed that security 
handcuffs skarrelaars and then hits them. In addition to this, they accused the security of ―taxing‖ the 
skarrelaars (i.e. they have to pay maybe R10 to R20 otherwise they are not allowed to leave the tip 
with the gathered materials. Notably however, none of the other skarrelaars had mentioned this). Like 
some of the other skarrelaars, MN6 and ML6 said that the landfill staff take things for themselves. 
They allegedly put these aside and the bulldozers cover it so that the skarrelaars cannot see it.  
 
The rumours about landfill staff illegally putting valuable materials aside for themselves could not be 
verified, but they create resentment and anger towards the landfill staff and security. This is probably 
one of the reasons for the rather confrontational relationship between landfill and skarrelaars. One 
could speculate that these allegations towards the landfill staff are an outlet for the frustration many 
skarrelaars must feel when laboriously digging through the waste and most of the time just reclaiming 
materials of low value. 
 
                                                 
577 Permission for interviews is not required when interviewing the skarrelaars outside the landfill in public space, and 
they thus had no legal basis for an arrest. 
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26. The economics of skarreling 
 
26.1  The key role of the scrap dealers 
 
Their economic role 
To some extent it was detective work to track down all the (main) scrap dealers and other recyclers in 
the Vrygrond, Capricorn, Hillview and Overcome Heights because most have no signage outside their 
premises. In fact, only two had a sign outside. This is hardly surprising, since basically all of the re-
cycling places in the area can be described as ―backyard businesses‖. Although most of them do have 
a license, it seems inappropriate to call them recycling yards or buy-back centres which suggests a 
formal, at least medium-size place. Most of the recyclers in the study site operate their business from 
their house and their backyards respectively, and all but two dealers live in a house on the premises of 
their business. It was thus through conversations with the skarrelaars and the one signposted scrap 
dealer on the main road in Capricorn that led to the discovery of the other recyclers; those in turn 
would point out the locations of the other yards.  
 
The buyers of the recyclables around the landfill are the small-scale collectors of recyclables in the 
(local) informal-formal recycle hierarchy (see figure).
578
 They buy from the micro-scale collectors 
(skarrelaars) and sell to the medium-scale collectors (buy-back centres) or directly to recyclers (in-
dustry). They thus sit at the intersection of the informal and formal economy
579
 taking on the role of 
the middlemen, but by no means in an exploitative way as described for middlemen in India or Mexi-
co (see chapter II). Viljoen et al. in an assessment of the role of buy-back centres in South Africa 
have found that it is the (formal) buy-back centres which perform the role of the middlemen, as the 
waste pickers cannot sell directly to industry which does not accept small amounts of scrap.
580
 Thus 
in the case of CPL the small-scale collectors are an extra link in the recycle chain (see fig. 17), which 
is not existent in other cases. However, to some extent the role of the scrap dealers can be observed in 
a similar way in some cases of street waste picking in South Africa, where small-scale collectors with 
bakkies collect the bags of recyclables gathered by street waste pickers on a local basis.
581
 Since they 
                                                 
578 The role and linkages of buy-back centres in the recycling industry in South Africa have been analysed in other re-
search projects, e.g.: J.M.M. Viljoen, C.J. Schenck and P.F.Blaauw, ‗The role and linkages of buy-back centres in the 
recycling industry: Pretoria and Bloemfontein (South Africa)‘. Acta Commercii, 12 (1), 2012, pp. 1-12 
579 Most of the scrap dealers are officially registered and pay tax, are thus part of the formal economy; but they buy mate-
rials obtained informally. 
580 Viljoen et al., ‗The role and linkages of buy-back centres in the recycling industry‘, p. 2f. 
581 Ibid., p. 3 and 9 
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do only charge a small fee of between R20 and R30 or provide this service for free
582
, they do not act 
as middlemen in the way the scrap dealers around CPL do but are rather external service providers. 
 
Figure 17: The local waste recycling hierarchy  
 
Source: own figure 
 
Recycler 1 explained that the local scrap dealers are necessary ―as the skarrelaars can‘t sell their stuff 
directly to industry, because they don‘t accept small pieces‖. In general, the medium-scale collectors 
do not buy small quantities, thus the skarrelaars have to either sell to the middlemen or to heap up 
their collected recyclables, which is not really an option because of a lack of (safe) storage space. 
Furthermore, the skarrelaars simply do not have the means to take their recyclables to a buy-back 
centre, that is, they do not own a vehicle for transport. In addition, resorting to public transport is not 
an option as the fare for the trip to an industrial area would eat up most of their earnings. In short, it 
makes perfect sense for the skarrelaars to sell to the local scrap yards at an adequate price. 
 
 
                                                 
582 Ibid., p. 9 
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Figure 18: Yard of Recycler 2 
 
 
Although these small-scale collectors might not play an important role in the recycling industry in 
terms of volumes recycled, they nonetheless perform important functions in the local economy in the 
following five ways (1) they create a market by buying recyclables and thus stimulate the local econ-
omy, and (2) bring money into the community by selling the materials to formal buyers outside the 
local (township) economy; (3) they bring the skarrelaars a (reliable) income; (4) they directly employ 
people in their micro-businesses; and (5) to a small extent they act as a (social) safety net and bring 
some stability into the economically fragile lives of the skarrelaars. 
 
All scrap dealers and Recycler 6 have no direct link to the formal economy. They buy the recyclables 
from the skarrelaars and then take it to a buy-back centre or recycler in one of Cape Town‘s industrial 
areas, either with their own, or a hired, means of transport. In other words, none of these businesses 
has a contract with the CCT or a medium-scale private collector or an end-use buyer. Only Recycler 2 
has a direct relationship with the formal economy. A private recycling company (Nampak
583
) pro-
vides a container that is fetched once it is filled. The scrap dealers sell the recyclables to a buy-back 
                                                 
583 Nampak Recycling is part of the South African TNC Nampak Limited, which is Africa‘s largest packaging company; 
it recycles paper, metal, glass and plastic 
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centre (ScrapMania) in Lansdowne and Philippi, or to a recycler (SA Metal
584
) in the Epping indus-
trial area. Recycler 4 and 8 load the scrap on their own trucks, recycler 3 has a pickup truck (―bak-
kie‖) with trailer; recyclers 5 and 9 also own a bakkie. The other recyclers hire a truck or bakkie once 
a week/month, for which they have to pay between R200 and R500 per trip. 
 
Table 5: The Recyclers at a glance 
Recycler 
materials 
traded 
years in 
business  
has 
valid 
license 
mainly from 
landfill? 
skarrelaars 
per day 
amount in kg 
bought per 
day/ week/ 
month 
money 
paid out 
per day 
in R 
profit per 
month in 
R 
yearly 
turnover 
in R 
Recycler 
1 
scrap metal 6 yes 
no; buys 
mainly from 
street 
skarrelaars 
varying         
Recycler 
2 
plastics, 
cardboard, 
glass 
2 yes 
no; buys 
mainly from 
street 
skarrelaars 
more than 
20 
  250-300 700-800   
Recycler 
3 
scrap metal 
12; in 
current 
place for 
1 year 
yes yes 50 to 100 
1500-2800 
per day 
3000-
5000 
  
above 
120,000 
Recycler 
4 
scrap metal 
(heavy & 
light steel, 
brass, cop-
per) 
> 4 yes 
no; buys 
mainly from 
street 
skarrelaars 
30 to 40         
Recycler 
5* 
buys any-
thing recy-
clable, but 
mainly scrap 
metal 
5 yes yes 30 to 40   1000 2000 
previously 
100,000 - 
200,000 
Recycler 
6 
plastics > 2 no various sellers 
less than 
10 
1000 per 
month 
  500   
Recycler 
7 
scrap metal 
only 
8 months yes yes 10 
2000-3000 
per week 
    
2700-3000 
per week 
Recycler 
8 
scrap metal 
and bricks 
5 applied yes 30 to 35 1000 per day 2500   
above 
100,000 
Recycler 
9** 
scrap metal 6 months applied   50 (?) 500 per day 800     
* scrap business appeared to be dead 
** figures did not seem credible; perhaps illegal trade or money laundering 
 
Not all of the recyclers keep books, and not everything is recorded in the books, but they do record 
their business dealings to some extent. 
Some of the scrap dealers when asked about some figures (e.g. turnover) relating to their business 
(unintentionally?) gave contradicting numbers (e.g. stated selling prices did not match receipts or 
stated turnover), or numbers that did not match when added up. This could be attributed to fluctua-
tions in prices, as well as the various materials they buy from various sources (i.e. on one or two days 
                                                 
584 ―The SA Metal Group is the largest metal recycler in South Africa; they collect and process all forms of ferrous and 
non-ferrous scrap metals. Some of the cleaned prepared scrap is sold to local smelters for further processing, some is 
consumed in the company‘s smelting, alloying and casting operations and the balance is exported all over the world.‖ 
(source: http://www.sametal.co.za/) 
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of the week there may be more street skarrelaars selling their recyclables). Furthermore, Recycler 4 
explained that he generally pays more for bigger pieces of metal, and that ―every year in Novem-
ber/December the prices go down, because there‘s too much metal on the market‖. In other cases, the 
recyclers were not revealing the proper numbers; if one for example adds up the daily turnovers of 
recycler 3 or recycler 8, one reaches amounts between R 700,000 and R1,000,000 per year. Yet recy-
cler 3 stated that their yearly income is ―above R 120,000‖ – a stark understatement. Based on the 
figures for the daily turnovers, recycling is a multi-million Rand business for these small-scale recy-
clers in the area. 
 
Figure 19: Scrap yard and place of residence of Recycler 3 
 
 
From research done on Spaza shops in Capetonian townships it is clear that more or less all of the 
shops work without a license, and it seems that Spaza shops are not harassed by the police, apart from 
the occasional ―taxing‖.585 This situation is quite different when it comes to the scrap yards in this 
case study. Despite the absence of the state in many aspects and the prevalence of informal activities, 
                                                 
585 see e.g. Andrew Charman, Leif Petersen, and Laurence Piper, ‗From local survivalism to foreign entrepreneurship: the 
transformation of the spaza sector in Delft, Cape Town‘, Transformation, Vol. 78, 2012, pp. 47-73. 
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the police do regular checks on the scrap dealers. If they do not have a license (or an invalid one), or 
are suspected of dealing with stolen metals, they are handed fines of up to R 5,000. Recycler 1 for 
instance has a secondhand business permit, which was confirmed by the business registration number 
and income tax reference number on letterhead. He claimed that the other scrap dealers do not have 
licenses (in the interviews more or less all dealers accused each other of this). He further explained 
that according to a regulation it is prohibited that there is a scrap yard within a 500m radius of anoth-
er, ―but the others don‘t obey to this‖ (another reason for this might be that the permits are for 
secondhand businesses and not explicitly for dealing with scrap metal). The license for a second-hand 
business (including scrap metal) can be obtained from the police station in Bellville South (provincial 
department). Recycler 4 explained that the license is for free, but that one needs police records to get 
it; he has difficulties with city (papers, permits): ―they don‘t want to help you‖. 
 
Figure 20: Second-hand business license (for scrap metal) of Recycler 5 
 
 
Recycler 6 works without license, but the police does not come to check him. He assumes this is be-
cause he does not deal with stolen goods. Another reason is probably that he only trades with plastics. 
Most other recyclers are subject to regular police controls, often on a monthly basis. The police 
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(SAPS) checks the validity of the permits and enforces closing times. During the interview with recy-
cler 5, a police officer came to inspect his yard and license (see fig. 20). According to the recyclers, 
the police comes with search warrants and is mainly looking for stolen goods (especially if there were 
break-ins in adjacent residential areas the day/s before); they‘re not only checking the scrap dealers 
but are also searching houses (Rodney confirms that they also came to search house of his family). 
Recycler 7 got a fine over R 5000 earlier in 2012 before he registered his business. He is now regis-
tered with SARS. Recycler 8 applied for license two to three months prior to the interview, but was 
still waiting for it (plus he had already paid R 800 to council in Athlone 4 years ago). He explained 
that inspectors from the city came to examine his place. In addition, police come once or sometimes 
twice a month for controls; he had to pay 5 fines already, the last one in August (R 2500).  
 
The efforts of the police to prevent a flourishing trade of stolen goods have to be welcomed. Howev-
er, these frequent police controls as experienced by recycler 8 can also be viewed as a form of har-
assment. Not all the dealings of the scrap yards might be kosher, but given the high levels of crime 
including theft in the country, it appears that the small recyclers are specifically targeted by the au-
thorities. This is not to deny that there are illegal activities and criminal elements amongst the scrap 
dealers. Particularly the business of recycler 9 seemed not to be legitimate. First of all, the numbers 
he stated in terms of how many skarrelaars come per day (50) and the volumes he buys seemed too 
high (especially with recycler 8 in his vicinity, where most landfill skarrelaars from Hillview trade 
their recyclables). In addition, he looked very young (maybe 20 years old), and the road where his 
business is located is known by the locals as ―gangster road‖; he rents the space for the business from 
a lady with a shop next door, who is believed to be a ―gangster mom‖.  
 
On day 5 of the field work there had been a shooting in Lavender Hill where one of the gangster 
bosses was shot
586
. We heard rumours about the shooting when walking through Montague village 
behind Hillview. The tension in the area was visible as lots of young men where ―patrolling‖ the 
streets in Hillview. Recycler 9 said that he had just closed his shop because of the shooting. At first, 
the link between the shooting and the closing of the shop were not clear to the researcher. Rodney 
explained after the interview that recycler 9 is a member of the gang who are at odds with the shot 
gangster‘s gang. It thus appears that the gangs do not only infiltrate the skarrelaars, but also the scrap 
yard business. However, the other scrap dealers did not appear to be (directly) involved in any gang 
activities.  
                                                 
586 The researcher encountered the ambulance on Military Rd. while walking from the train station to Hillview; we be-
lieved the gang member was shot dead, but found out the next week that he had survived and that 2 more gangsters were 
shot in that incident. 
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Their social role 
The reasons of the scrap dealers for starting their businesses vary, but reveal a similar pattern like the 
skarrelaars, rooted in the socioeconomic conditions of the area. Some had previously been unem-
ployed (like recycler 1 after he had served a prison sentence), underemployed or were unable to con-
tinue with their previous job. Recycler 3 for instance was a butcher before, but had accident with one 
of the machines, after which he could not use his hand anymore. Additionally, he had experience in 
the scrap metal business as his family had been involved in this trade for generations (especially par-
ents in Retreat), but ―recycling only is becoming valuable now‖. At the time of the interview he had 
been in the test phase to also sell braai wood (firewood) for 3 weeks ―to be on the safe side‖ if there is 
a bad day with scrap. The idea is that people from the community bring the wood and get R40 for 100 
pieces. This is then packed in bags in his yard. Notably, collecting firewood from the neighbouring 
nature reserve is not the only form of resource harvesting; local Rastafarians go there to collect herbs 
for their traditional medicines too. 
 
Recyclers 5 and 7 were in the building industry before, and changed to the scrap business as the con-
struction work was getting too tough for them (recycler 7 was about 60 years old). Recycler 4 sold 
liquor before, but because he did not get a license
587
 he opened his scrap yard. He had collected card-
board and glass before, but ―this made too little money‖. He is aware of the negative side of changing 
to the scrap business since ―there‘s lots of competition‖ in the area. Recycler 2 explained that her 
husband was working for a scrap yard, and after it closed down they opened the recycling centre. She 
had previously worked in a hair salon. She is from the DRC and came to South Africa in 2003. They 
want to sell the business, because it makes too little money. Recycler 6 was asked by a friend to help 
him with his recycling trade, and later he decided to open his own business. 
 
Opening a business in a poor suburb or township is not only about doing business and making a prof-
it. In the case of these impoverished communities business can also come with responsibilities and 
involve a strong social component. Businesses like the scrap yards surely operate to make money, but 
the aim is not only to maximise profit and operate strictly according to market logic. These ―busi-
nesses are extensions of their owners, embodying values, aspirations and relationships.‖588 It is an 
attempt to be a focal point to keep money in the community allowing people to eke out a living and 
                                                 
587 Obtaining a liquor license in the Western Cape is a cumbersome process, as has been revealed by studies undertaken 
by the SLF, see e.g.: Leif Petersen and Andrew Charman, ‗The Effects of Governance and Legislation on SMMEs: Un-
derstanding the Local Economic Impact of the Closure of Shebeens in the Western Cape as a Consequence of the Western 
Cape Liquor Act, 2008‘, The Small Business Monitor, Vol. 6(1), 2010, pp. 102-109. 
588 Sophie Oldfield, ‗Household and informal economies: Intertwining lives and logics‘, paper presented at the Carnegie 
III Conference, University of Cape Town, in September 2012, p. 11 
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―forms an intimate part of peoples‘ lives‖.589 The profit margins in the scrap metal business are not 
very high, and for the non-metal recyclables they are even lower.  
 
The scrap dealers in the area therefore have an important function in the community that goes beyond 
just doing business. Not only do they provide an income for the skarrelaars by buying recyclables, but 
they also are employers themselves. Almost all recyclers apart from the two non-metal recyclers have 
a few employees (―some guys to help me‖), either on a permanent basis or as casual workers. Recy-
cler 1 has a number of Rastafarians working for him, and both Recycler 4 and 8 also have some peo-
ple working for them. Recycler 5 employs four people, who get paid per job (not only for the scrap 
business; e.g. they were doing construction work at the time). Recycler 3 employs four people on a 
permanent basis and pays them R700 per week; the driver (his brother) receives R1000. Recycler 7 
has two employees who earn R400 a week.  
 
Almost all scrap dealers said that one reason for running their business was to ―help the community‖. 
This altruistic motive has been observed in other poor areas and branches as for instance by Oldfield 
for home shop owners in Valhalla Park, a poor Cape Town suburb near the airport: ―The informal 
economy in this context is not only shaped by the necessity to source an income to survive, and the 
desire to improve family and household circumstances. In all their varied ambitions, and persever-
ance, many local businesses are triggered, driven, and sustained as well by altruism – a desire to give 
back to the community.‖590 One example of this is that the scrap dealers act as ―microcredit‖ grantors. 
For example recycler 8 paid a skarrelaar a few Rand, although the skarrelaar had almost no scrap to 
sell. The recycler then explained that he gave him the money so that he can buy some food. The mon-
ey he gave him would then be set off against the recyclables the skarrelaar will bring in the next days 
or weeks. Other recyclers also helped out people with money in order for them to pull through. 
 
The ―giving back to the community‖ attitude goes beyond the scrap trade and employing people. Re-
cycler 5 for instance used to run a soup kitchen, ―but it‘s too expensive now‖. This is because of his 
lower income as his business was struggling at the time of the interview. He has to support his family 
of six (4 children), which includes paying R1000 school fees for his oldest son, who goes to a private 
school because he is quite bright. Recycler 1 owns a local soccer team, which is mainly a social pro-
ject for the youth in the area aiming to prevent them from slipping into a life of crime. 
 
                                                 
589 Ibid., p. 2 
590 Ibid., p. 3 
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When W. – an employee (and the brother of) Recycler 3 – was asked whether their scrap business has 
ever been robbed, he replied that no one has ever attempted to rob them. This is because the gangsters 
know ―they will be in trouble if they do‖; plus the community and the skarrelaars will be angry and 
―sort them out‖. Furthermore, he and his brother grew up in this area and are well known, thus they, 
like the other scrap dealers, are rooted in the community and linked into its social networks. All but 
recycler 2 are ―locals‖, i.e. they were born and/or grew up in the neighbourhood where their business 
is located. This seems to be the best security against being robbed, and highlights the importance of 
social networks in these communities as illuminated by Oldfield for the Spaza shop owners in Valhal-
la Park. Similar to her finding, running a recycle business in Capricorn, Vrygrond or Hillview dis-
plays ―what business can mean to owners as well as what it can mean to the community [and] places 
in context this business model built in and from a deeply local and personal economy. It is not a one-
way street, however; linkages to the community also are the sustenance of businesses, the relation-
ships through which they continue to exist.‖591 
 
In sum, all ―[t]hese practices ground owners‘ identities in neighbourhood and household relations, a 
means and a site through which connections to the community are defined and maintained. These are 
the threads that weave together local logics and livelihoods […]. 592 
 
26.2  The economic value of skarreling for the community and the city 
 
This section focuses on the quantitative element of the study and will present calculations on the 
amount and value of the reclaimed scrap metal from the Coastal Park Landfill in a number of graphs 
and tables. This will illustrate the economic value of skarreling for the community and the city, and 
the importance of the landfill for the skarrelaars‘ lives. Most skarrelaars go to the landfill to look for 
scrap metal, therefore the following calculations focus on the volumes and value of reclaimed metal. 
 
From the previous section it is clear that the skarrelaars in Hillview and Capricorn are not victims of a 
monopsonistic market (see chapter 2), as there are several buyers for scrap metal (for plastic there are 
only two, however). The problem here is that the prices are still quite low, and that there is a prefer-
ence for metal materials, which in the end lowers the incomes of all participants as the amount of 
recyclable metals has to be shared by more and more participants. Indeed, diversification of collected 
materials would lower the competition, which would benefit all participants. 
 
                                                 
591 Ibid. 
592 Ibid., p. 11 
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Section 24.3 presented the finding that scrap metal is the material collected by the overwhelming ma-
jority of the landfill skarrelaars, but that there are some skarrelaars who pick other materials in addi-
tion to metal, and some who have specialised on materials such as glass, cardboard/paper, plastics 
and bricks. It was more difficult to assess their contribution to recycling as they do not go and sell 
their materials at a certain time like the scrap metal reclaimers. The information provided from the 
recycling dealers on their turnover etc. is based on skarrelaars from the streets and the dumpsite. 
 
Figure 21: Collected scrap metal per skarrelaar per day 
Amount of collected scrap metal per skarrelaar
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The three skarrelaars who collect bricks had cleaned and loaded 346 bricks within two days, and said 
that they will sell them for 60 cents per piece to a tuck shop owner, which means that they would 
have earned at least R207,60 since there were more bricks to load. Reclaiming bricks is even tougher 
than gathering other materials, because the skarrelaars have to go on the landfill during the night and 
put the bricks somewhere near the fence in order to fetch and load them on their wheelbarrows during 
the day. And pushing the wheelbarrows over a sandy pathway back to the settlement is an arduous 
task. 
 
It was not possible to determine the volumes of plastics, glass, and cardboard from the landfill that 
are recycled back into the formal economy. The only data available are the vague estimations of 
weekly/monthly turnover by the two non-metal recyclers. However, most of the recyclables they buy 
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come from street skarrelaars and other sources, and there are no data or estimations on the contribu-
tion of the landfill skarrelaars. In general, one can assume that the volumes of non-metal recyclables 
are very small, which justifies not taking them into account in the calculations. 
 
Of the 164 skarrelaars who were surveyed at the scrap dealers over four days, 151 declared the 
weight of their scraps. They sold a total of 1 575 kilograms of scrap metal during that time, which 
equals almost 400kg per day. 
 
Figure 22: Collected scrap metal per skarrelaar group per day 
Amount of collected scrap metal per group
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Given the numbers declared by the scrap dealers in terms of turnover and volumes, the average 
weight sold by the skarrelaars must be either higher or the number of skarrelaars more. Based on the-
se numbers, all scrap metal dealers combined would buy between 3000 and 4000 kg per day. Since 
some skarrelaars would only return later in the evening, having spent more time on the dump than the 
surveyed skarrelaars, one can estimate that they would have gathered greater volumes of scrap. Addi-
tionally, about 30% of the skarrelaars stated that they pick waste more than once a day, i.e. most of 
these skarrelaars were going back for a second round after they had sold what they collected between 
16h and 17h/18h.  
 
The table below entails an extrapolation of the total weight of scrap metal bought by the dealers an-
nually. Only the scrap dealers with credible figures and those who receive the scrap almost exclusive-
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ly from the landfill skarrelaars were included. If one compares this figure with the calculated total 
based on the average weight sold by the skarrelaars, with a medium total of 571 tons, the figure of 
almost 1300 tons based on estimations of the volumes traded by the scrap dealers is significantly 
higher. If one calculates an average of the scrap dealer estimates and the median average of the 
skarrelaars, the total weight of scrap metal reclaimed from the landfill would be around 933 tons per 
year. 
 
Table 6: Total reclaimed scrap metal per year (landfill skarrelaars) 
Number of 
skarrelaars 
Average weight of 
collected scrap 
metal in kg 
Days 
Total amount per 
year in kg 
Total amount per 
year in tons 
90* 10,43 365 342 625,5 342,6 
150** 10,43 365 571 042,5 571,0 
 225*** 10,43 365 856 563,75 856,6 
* calculated minimum number of skarrelaars per day based on own data593; confirmed by observation of entrances at 16h 
** median number based on observation and statements of skarrelaars , scrap dealers and residents  
*** maximum number based on estimates of scrap dealers 
 
Table 7: Total recycled metal per year (scrap dealers) 
Scrap 
Yard 
Estimated average weight in 
kg bought per scrap dealer 
per day 
days 
total weight in kg per 
dealer per year 
total weight per 
year in tons 
Recycler 3 2200 365 803 000,00 
1295,75 Recycler 7 350 365 127 750,00 
Recycler 8 1000 365 365 000,00 
 
When one reads about people living on one or two US Dollars a day, these statistics often disguise 
one central point: that this is an average value. It does not mean that the poor have two US$ to spend 
every day, but that they might have to do without any money for a couple of days or even weeks, be-
fore maybe receiving some income in a ―lump sum‖ of 10 or 20 US$.594 The same is true for the 
skarrelaars, whose incomes are very volatile. Although most of them go onto the dumpsite every day 
to collect recyclables, the ―success‖ varies. When the conditions are good, when they are in good 
health and when they are a bit lucky, they can make between R50 and R100 a day. But there are days, 
when some only make two or three Rand
595
, which is not even enough to buy half a loaf of bread. 
When they are sick or have any commitments preventing them to skarrel (e.g. going to the children‘s 
                                                 
593 186 surveyed in total + 39 missed = 225; divided by 5 observation days = 45; times 2 (Capricorn + Hillview) = 90 
594 Goldblatt, David, ‗Living on two dollars a day‘, Prospect Magazine, (04.09.2009). 
URL: http://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/living-on-two-dollars-a-day/#.Um57dVO3Vh0 
Accessed: 28.10.2013 
595 The children are often satisfied with this amount as it is enough to buy some chips and sweets. 
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school), there is no income at all. One example is the couple interviewed in Capricorn (F37CH and 
M42CH), who are dwelling in a ―shack‖. One day they had to go to their son‘s school, and thus could 
not go onto the tip. The next day when they went up again, the male was beaten up by gangsters when 
trying to protect his girlfriend from them. The following days he was unable to skarrel because of his 
injuries. His girlfriend was scared to walk up on her own, and also did not want to leave him alone. 
Thus, for a couple of days they had to go without any income. 
 
Table 8: Maximum average income per skarrelaar per day
596
 
material light steel heavy steel copper total 
weight in kg 2000 500 40 2540 
% of total 78.7% 19.7% 1.6% 100% 
kg per skarrelaar (based on 
overall average weight of 
10,43kg) 
8,21 2,05 0,17 10,43 
price per kg in R 1,2 1,5 40   
earning per skarrelaar in R 9,85 3,08 6,8 R 19,73 
 
The calculated average earnings per day per skarrelaar (see tables 8 and 9) are indeed reflecting reali-
ty when compared to the amounts stated by the skarrelaars in the interviews. They stated to be mak-
ing between R20 and R100 on a ―good day‖, and R3 to R5 on a ―bad day‖. Most of them estimated to 
have a weekly income of between R100 and R200. This is in accordance with the calculated daily 
average, which would amount to R138 and R123 respectively per week. 
 
Table 9: Minimum average income per skarrelaar per day 
material light steel heavy steel copper total 
weight in kg 1520 220 20 1760 
% of total 86.4% 12.5% 1.1% 100% 
kg per skarrelaar (based on 
overall average weight of 
10,43kg) 
9,01 1,3 0,12   
price per kg in R 1,2 1,5 40   
earning per skarrelaar in R 10,81 1,95 4,8 R 17,56 
 
                                                 
596 Only the three most common sorts of scrap metal were included in the calculation (light & heavy steel, copper); aver-
age prices were used; the sum was calculated for minimum and maximum weights, based on figures of recycler 3. 
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Two of the important questions left are: are the skarrelaars an economic asset or a burden (to the 
city/community)? Are they economically deprived or bursting with potential?  
 
To sum up, based on the figures obtained during the fieldwork, at least one million Rand is earned by 
the scrap metal skarrelaars per year. This money comes into the community from an external source. 
By collecting recyclables and valuables that have (for the most part) not originated from the commu-
nity, they (indirectly) bring money into the township because the scrap dealers for their part sell to the 
(formal) recycle industry outside the community. There are no detailed stats for the total or average 
household incomes in these areas available, but given the high unemployment rate and high number 
of households with no or small incomes, one can assume that waste picking is an important economic 
factor in the impoverished communities studied.  
 
Table 10: Total skarrelaar income per year 
Average income per 
skarrelaar per day in R 
days 
total income per 
skarrelaar per year 
in R 
number of 
skarrelaars 
total income in R 
17,56 365 6409,40 150 961 410,00 
19,73 365 7201,45 150 1 080 217,50 
 18,65* 365 6805,43   195** 1 327 057,88 
* Mean income based on average of minimum (R17,56) and maximum (R19,73) income  
** number of skarrelaars based on mean number plus the number of people who go on the landfill (at least) twice per day 
 
In an earlier estimation in 2010/2011 of the SLF skarrelaars claimed to make between 60 and 70 
Rand per day, which equated to about R2000 per month each. The SLF had estimated that there are 
about 250 skarrelaars, so there would be around 6 million Rand going into the community each 
year.
597
 Furthermore, 2,200 tons less waste ended up on the landfill per year. However, since they 
now only are allowed to access the site after 16h, not only the number of skarrelaars, but also their 
incomes have dropped. The calculated average income of about 17 to 20 Rand is significantly lower. 
Some skarrelaars stated to be able to make up to R100 on a good day, but this is counterbalanced by 
merely making R3 to R5 on a bad day. The lower average is reflected in the statements about weekly 
earnings, which for almost all skarrelaars questioned in the in-depth interviews ranges between R100 
and R200 (only two have a lower income than this and M32HD stated to make R300 per week). 
 
                                                 
597 Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation, ‗Skarreling for Scrap: The informal economy of recycling in Cape Town‘, 
YouTube video (20.07.2011). 
URL: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FiR0PPIF65I 
Accessed: 06.02.2012 
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Table 11: Total sum paid out to reclaimers per year (based on scrap yard numbers) 
  light steel heavy steel copper total 
percentage of 
total weight* 
82,55% 16,10% 1,35% 
1 295 750 kg total weight per 
year in kg 
1 069 642 208 616 17 493 
price per kg** R 1,30 R 1,50 R 40,0 
total sum paid 
out 
R 1 390 534 R 312 924 R 699 705 R 2 403 163 
* percentage calculated as average of minimum and maximum numbers given by recycler 3 
** prices calculated on average of prices as stated by 5 scrap dealers 
 
If one assumes that each (landfill) skarrelaar is supporting three people
598
 with the income generated 
and takes the median number of 150 skarrelaars, then it means that at least 450 people in the commu-
nity are dependent on the income made from selling scrap metal. If one further calculates the mean 
income of the skarrelaars per year as a mean between the amount calculated for the skarrelaars and 
the amount calculated for the scrap dealers (see table 11), the average income for the skarrelaars per 
year amounts to R 1,865,110. Thus, on average each of these people has about R4,145 to spend per 
year, equalling about R345 per month or R11 a day (ca. US$ 1 a day). If one includes the other recy-
clables collected, then the number of dependent people is well over 500. In addition, there are the 
recyclers and scrap dealers with their families as well as their employees with their families. In total, 
the number of people dependant on income from the trade with recyclables from the landfill is proba-
bly above 600, which is three to four percent of the population in the area. These people know that 
their (economic) existence is hanging by a thread. One of the Rastafarians employed in one of the 
scrap yards in Capricorn, who previously had been a skarrelaar himself, expressed this concern: ―If 
the tip closes, what‘s going to happen to me?‖ The community has experienced job losses before 
when landfill salvaging was eliminated in Cape Town. Some skarrelaars have previously worked for 
salvaging company and lost their jobs overnight. The same could happen if the city and the landfill 
management decided to completely prohibit skarrelaars from entering the site. 
 
In order to be able to pin down the average income of the skarrelaars in terms of whether it is enough 
for daily survival, one has to compare the earnings with the prices for some of the main foodstuffs, in 
particular those that the skarrelaars buy. Although prices may vary slightly from shop to shop in the 
area, information from the skarrelaars and personal observation allows for a general indication of 
prices: one loaf of brown bread costs R 8,50 (half a loaf R 4), a white loaf R 10; a small pack of cof-
fee powder R 1; a small pack of sugar R 1; a small pack of chips 50 cents. Some of the skarrelaars 
                                                 
598 This average is calculated on basis of answers in the in-depth interviews to the question: how many people to you have 
to feed and help support?  
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often just eat bread (without any spread)/topping), and – if they can afford it – they have a cup of cof-
fee with it. This is of course not a very nutritious let alone a healthy diet. However, some of the 
skarrelaars who live in Capricorn mentioned that they receive some cereals (oats) in the morning 
from the Capricorn crèche, which get delivered there. In addition, the mosque in Capricorn also runs 
a soup kitchen. We have observed people in the neighbourhood walking there with little containers. 
 
The last point to be looked at here is how the skarrelaars and their activities are viewed by their 
community. Chapter II has outlined that waste pickers generally have a low status in society, often 
being treated like the waste they collect. The skarrelaars of the case study are also looked down on by 
the government officials and police, but in their own communities their standing appears to be better. 
This of course has to do with the widespread poverty and unemployment in these areas. Overall, the 
local residents seem to approve of the work of the skarrelaars. For example two mid-aged women 
from Capricorn explained that ―the people are living off the tip‖; the landfill is good for the 
skarrelaars and it is a good thing that the skarrelaars go there to collect stuff, ―because it helps the 
community‖. Thus, the positive contribution of the skarrelaars is acknowledged, and their work ac-
cepted as a ―normal‖ job. 
 
 
27. The environmental and economic benefits for the CCT 
 
Thus far the focus of the findings has mainly been on the livelihoods of the poor. However, the find-
ings on the livelihood component of sustainability imply the benefits of (informal) waste recycling 
for the environmental and economic component of sustainable development. This short section shall 
thus serve a conclusion for this chapter, by pointing out the other benefits of skarreling (including the 
macro-level). 
 
In addition to the economic value for the skarrelaars, there are the environmental benefits of reclaim-
ing. Between 570 and 1300 tons of scrap metal is recycled back into the formal economy and saves 
the landfill airspace (even if very little). Although this means that only up to 0.2% of the waste at 
Coastal Park
599
 is reclaimed, the numbers are still impressive given the difficult circumstances. 
Moreover, there is potential for a much higher recycling rate. The recovery rate for waste would be 
significantly higher if the skarrelaars were officially permitted access on the landfill, which means 
that they could to work for more hours than at the moment. Less waste on the landfill also means that 
                                                 
599 Based on the estimate that 2387 tons are dumped on the landfill per day (based on weighbridge printout of CPL). 
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less emitting leachate needs to be treated in order to be funneled back into streams, or the sea in the 
case of CPL. The reclaimed materials save the city money and energy, as fewer raw materials need to 
be transported to the city, and less energy is needed to process recyclables than using virgin re-
sources. Reduced consumption of resources and energy naturally have the positive effect of reducing 
land, water and air pollution. 
 
Generally, using secondary raw materials means less use of natural resources that would otherwise be 
needed to make new products. In the case of metals, it reduces the use of iron ore in steelmaking, 
nickel in stainless steel, or bauxite in aluminium smelting. In addition, there are considerable savings 
in energy, and reduced CO2 emissions, when recycled materials are used in the production process.
600
 
For instance using scrap steel to make new steel reduces related water pollution by 76%, air pollution 
by 86%, and 40% in water use, and it requires only 25% of the energy to make steel from scrap than 
from virgin ore;
 
recycling copper saves 85% of the energy;
601
 recycling aluminium saves 90 to 95% 
of the energy needed to make aluminium from bauxite ore, and reduces pollution by 95%. Recycling 
glass means 50% energy savings, as well as 20% less air pollution and 50% less water pollution.
602
 
 
Since South Africa derives 90% of its energy from coal
603
, reducing energy consumption in energy-
intensive industries such as steel production in turn means a significant contribution to reducing the 
emission of greenhouse gases (South Africa is the largest CO2 emitter in Africa, and the 12th largest 
emitter in the world
604
) and thus striving towards environmental sustainability. Moreover, South Afri-
ca‘s parastatal energy provider Eskom struggles to keep up energy production with the increasing 
demand because of a growing and more affluent population. Therefore, saving energy in industrial 
production helps to avoid costly electricity blackouts (―load shedding‖), which, depending on the 
region and time of year, occur several times per year. 
 
In addition to the reduction of energy and resource use, waster pickers by diverting waste away from 
(municipal) landfills also contribute not only to sustainability, but as a consequence also to climate 
change mitigation because less methane is emitted from landfills. Methane is one of the main green-
                                                 
600 British Metals Recycling Association (BMRA), ‗About Metal Recycling‘. 
URL: http://www.recyclemetals.org/about_metal_recycling 
Accessed: 07.10.2013 
601 Ibid. 
602 University of Massachusetts, ‗Environmental Benefits of Recycling: Recycled vs. Virgin‘. 
URL: http://www.umass.edu/recycle/recycling_benefits.shtml 
Accessed: 07.10.2013 
603 Greenpeace International and European Renewable Energy Council (EREC), The advanced energy [r]evolution: A 
Sustainable Energy Outlook for South Africa, South Africa energy scenario report, 2nd edition 2011, p. 8 
604 Ibid. 
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house gases and is more harmful than carbon dioxide.
605
 According to Greenpeace, ―[m]ethane is the 
second biggest contributing greenhouse gas, and is responsible for 20% of the enhanced (human 
caused) greenhouse effect. It is about 23 times more powerful a greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide, 
and has an atmospheric lifetime of roughly 12 years.‖606 Methane is produced when organic waste on 
landfill sites is sealed off and decays in the absence of oxygen.
607
 Thus, on landfills where waste 
pickers recover organic waste and non-organic materials that can be used as secondary raw materials 
or alternative fuel resources, the informal sector contributes to the reduction of greenhouse gases and 
thus to the mitigation of climate change.
608
 
 
The volumes collected and recycled from the one landfill of this case study do not make a big differ-
ence on a national level. However, if their activities were expanded and informal waste recycling 
promoted and included in the waste management across the country, it could contribute significantly 
towards achieving environmental sustainability and a more sustainable economy. This will be ex-
plored in more detail in the following chapter. 
 
 
                                                 
605 City of Cape Town, ‗Smart Living Handbook‘, p. 6 
606 Greenpeace International, ‗Climate change science: Other gases‘. 
URL: http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/climate-change/science/other_gases/ 
Accessed: 07.10.2013 
607 City of Cape Town, ‗Smart Living Handbook‘, p. 6 
608 Gerdes and Gunsilius, The Waste Experts, p. 5 
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CHAPTER V: ANALYSIS OF THE FINDINGS 
 
The previous chapter has illustrated the situation of waste picking on a Cape Town landfill; this takes 
place in an atmosphere of exclusion and confrontation. It has revealed patterns in the extent and na-
ture of skarreling, and engaged in a first layer of analysis to interpret and explain the findings. This 
chapter deals with the origins and deeper causes for the particular circumstances at CPL, and shows 
how this is linked to macro- and micro-policy decisions. I will argue that, firstly, policies on the na-
tional level, and even more so on the local level, have been designed according to an underlying ne-
oliberal logic. The focus here will be on the neoliberal economic growth strategies, which fail to ab-
sorb the growing labour force, on the lack of recognition for the role of the informal economy in poli-
cies (including the drive for formalisation), and on the CCT‘s projection of itself as a world (class) 
city. Secondly, governance in this neoliberal context generally takes a top-down approach which is 
underpinned by a mindset rooted in colonial and apartheid thinking, which assumes that poor black 
people must be controlled in order to not disturb the formal economy and the ability to attract interna-
tional tourists and foreign direct investment. This approach is linked, thirdly, to an under-
representation of those affected (in this case the waste pickers) in the political arena because of a lack 
of organisation, thus minimising the participation of the waste pickers, and ensuring the domination 
of urban elites in (local) politics and policymaking. Lastly, the situation at the CPL is to some extent 
different from that which obtains in other places in the Western Cape. This is because of the socioec-
onomic conditions in the area, with high levels of unemployment, violence and crime, and because of 
the social dynamics on the Cape Flats.  
 
 
28. The situation at CPL 
 
From the data presented in the previous chapter it is clear that some of the assumptions and stereo-
types surrounding the skarrelaars have to be corrected. The data proves that the extent and nature of 
skarreling on the selected landfill site has a dimension that goes beyond just that of some people col-
lecting a few recyclables to make quick cash for the next drug fix. On the contrary, skarreling is the 
livelihood for the majority of the people who are engaged in this activity. They spend most of the 
income they generate from collecting and selling recyclables on necessities (food). Most of them go 
on the landfill everyday, whether it rains or not, summer and winter. Without the tip, life would look 
even more desperate than it already is in these impoverished areas. According to W., an employee 
and the brother of Recycler 3, people moved into the area (Vrygrond/Capricorn) after the landfill was 
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opened in the 1980s. He explained that having the landfill in the neighbourhood has a positive effect 
because it ―provides employment‖ and is a ―huge help to the community‖; yet there is also a negative 
side, in that it attracts bees and flies, emits fumes and produces a stench/smell (which the wind blows 
into the residential areas); he described this as being ―unfair‖ towards the residents.  
 
This is one aspect which is almost never considered: landfills (esp. in South Africa) are usually locat-
ed next to low-income areas. Residents of low-income areas typically lack the voice and the connec-
tions of the (largely white) middle class, which has a say in whether a dumpsite is to be operated in 
their neighbourhood; residents of low-income areas just have to accept this (see the section on 
―dumping on the poor‖ in Chapter II). Not only do they have to deal with the consequences of having 
a landfill next door but they are also prevented from making the best of the situation by extracting 
recyclables to generate an income. Once the waste ends up on the landfill, it becomes the property of 
the city and is thus protected. This means that the activities of the skarrelaars are technically illegal.  
 
These realities raise questions around the CCT‘s actual commitment to pro-poor policies and activi-
ties. If there was a genuine strategy to uplift communities sustainably, then policies should not be 
excluding the poor, but rather including them. However in their current form, most policies around 
recycling are not designed in a way that would include the poor, and the waste pickers in particular. 
The CCT is wasting resources and creating obstacles for the poor to earn a living; it is not promoting 
the proper implementation of the sustainability strategies outlined in the various policy documents at 
a national and local level (e.g. NFSD, NSSD, NEMWA, and the CCT‘s IWM Policy IMEP, and 
waste sector plans). None of the three sustainability prongs is addressed sufficiently, especially not 
the social component with its aims of sustainable livelihoods and (more) equality. In addition, the 
idea that by creating or formalising a few jobs in recycling the phenomenon of informal waste pick-
ing would disappear is unrealistic in a country with such high levels of poverty. There is a mass of 
people who can (potentially) fill the ―job vacancies‖ in informal waste picking sector (see scenario 4 
in the next chapter). 
 
The findings have shown that there is a high potential for conflict with regard to skarreling at CPL: 
violence is not uncommon, either between the skarrelaars or between them and the authorities (the 
landfill security and law enforcement). Population C denies that there are any problems, whereas 
population D (which might be more inclined to speak freely) holds that there had been an increase in 
aggression from the skarrelaars over the past months and years. They attribute this to the fact that 
there are ―too many waste pickers on the site‖, leading to intense competition. If true, this ‗dog-eat-
dog world‘ would be a form of Hobbesian Hell, as described in chapter II, where there are too many 
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competitors for scarce resources, who will only stop short of a total war of all against all. From this 
perspective the skarrelaars – pressured by competition – direct their aggression and violence against 
skarrelaars ―from the other side‖ and against the landfill security and law enforcement is a form of 
‗blowing off steam‘. Moreover, population D is correct in saying that these ―people are protecting 
their livelihood‖ by whatever means necessary. However, the findings have also shown that almost 
half of the skarrelaars operate in small groups and that there is at least a low level of cohesion 
amongst people from the same area. It has also been suggested that the levels of violence linked to 
skarreling might not be higher than the levels of violent crime in the adjacent areas. The ‗Hobbesian 
Hell‘ amongst the skarrelaars is thus probably mainly a result of the presence of the criminal elements 
(i.e. gang members) whose activities stir up conflict.  
 
These issues around conflict, violence and gang life on the Cape Flats explain why the situation at the 
CPL differs to some extent from that in other places in the Western Cape. This was confirmed by 
population D, which maintained that dumpsites in cities are generally more prone to conflict than are 
landfills in rural areas; they agreed that CPL is located in a particularly difficult area.
609
 
 
One of the motivations for skarreling (esp. by males between 20 and 40) is to ―stay out of crime‖ 
and/or to earn an earnest living, that is, not to steal. But there is another layer to this ―good behav-
iour‖, and this is the fact that some of these men have already served prison sentences and want to 
avoid going back at all costs. For example, respondent M35HD does not want to go through the 
streets looking for recyclables, because he would be tempted to steal. This is not surprising in an une-
qual society like South Africa, when the ‗have-nots‘ are confronted by the riches of the ‗haves‘. Post-
apartheid governments have thus far failed to close the gap between rich and poor, and under the ne-
oliberal macro-economic programmes the income gap has in fact widened (see section 12 on neolib-
eralism). One of the ‗standard‘ reactions when confronted with the prospect that the landfill might 
close within the next five to ten years was: ―Then I will have to go steal (again).‖ Skarrelaar 144, who 
is an ex-prisoner; says that because of the stigma (he also has prison tattoos) nobody will employ 
him: ―I used to steal from rich people, from the white people. If I can‘t skarrel anymore, I will go 
steal again from white people, I will come to your house and steal from you.‖ 
 
 
                                                 
609 Interview with focus group 2: population D, Cape Town (26.09.2012). 
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29. Neoliberal policies and governance 
 
As outlined in chapter II, neoliberalism is the ideology that informs policies and practices that are not 
pro-poor. Economic growth policies at the national level, such as GEAR, are based on neoliberal ide-
as and have been unable to lower the high unemployment rates in the country. Moreover, GEAR has 
unintentionally recreated the casual labour markets created under the apartheid government, as can be 
seen in the underemployment of the people living on the study site. Notably, between 2005 and 2009 
the city‘s economy had an average annual growth rate of 4.06%, which falls below the 6% target that 
is required to significantly reduce unemployment, which stood at 21.69% in 2008.
610
 The unemploy-
ment rate in the CCT even increased to 23.8% in 2012.
611
 It is estimated that in Cape Town 126,000 
people are engaged in informal activities within the metropolitan area.
612
 
 
A report on Cape Town‘s economy comes to the conclusion that ―[a] mismatch exists between the 
type of labour that the city‘s social system produces compared to the type of labour that the economy 
requires.‖ It goes on to state that ―[t]his mismatch has negative social and economic implications.‖ 
The report specifically voices concerns that this leads to a ―growing surplus pool of unskilled and 
semi-skilled labour‖ which ―places strain on social services and sparks tension between communities 
for scarce resources.‖613 It further identifies the lack of skilled labour as an inhibiting factor that ham-
pers the growth of the economy and social development. 
 
The report also acknowledges that the city‘s informal sector is underdeveloped, and that this is a 
problem for the economic development of the CCT: 
―The lack of diversity and dynamism of the city‘s informal sector has negative social and eco-
nomic consequences. In the medium term the formal sector‘s ability to absorb labour will 
drop. […] In these market conditions the formal and informal economy should not be seen as 
two separate economies but rather two mutually dependent and supporting economies. The in-
formal economy‘s status needs to be elevated and recognised as an important source of em-
ployment and fertile ground for innovation.‖614 
 
Thus, according to this report, policies should be refined or developed to support and promote activi-
ties in the informal economy. If the city really wanted to put its money where its mouth is, it would 
                                                 
610 City of Cape Town, ‗Economic statistics‘. 
URL: http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/ehd/Pages/EconomicStatistics.aspx 
Accessed: 10.10.2013 
611 City of Cape Town, ‗Statistics for the City of Cape Town – 2012‘. 
612 Marianne Morange, ‗Participation, neoliberal control and the voice of street traders in Cape Town – a Foucauldian 
perspective on ‗invited spaces‘‘, in: Bénit-Gbaffou, Claire (ed.), The Politics of Community Participation in South African 
Cities (HSRC Press, forthcoming), electronic copy of chapter, p. 5 
613 Ibid., p. 6 
614 Ibid., p. 6 
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find a solution for incorporating the skarrelaars and the informal, small-scale scrapyards into the 
SWM (the recycling) of the city. It could draw on the expertise of these people, who often have been 
recycling materials for years and even decades. This is a pool of semi-skilled workers and represents 
an economic potential that the city currently just ignores. Notably, this is despite claims by the CCT 
that ―the informal sector is an important part of Cape Town‘s economy, and produces about 12% of 
its economic output‖, while employing ―18% of people who are economically active‖ 615. 
Figure 23:
 
The economic situation in Cape Town: formal and informal employment
616
 
 
 
This shows the extent to which CCT engages in neo-liberal techniques of governance based on eco-
nomic rationalities, and that local peoples are largely left on their own in terms of their economic 
development and wellbeing. One example of this (as presented in the previous chapter) is that after 
landfill salvaging was phased out in the CCT no alternatives were developed and people were just left 
on their own. Instead of recognising and incorporating the informal waste pickers and scrap dealers, 
the city‘s policies push for technological solutions, regulation and formalisation. The last two policies 
are not typical neoliberal features as the key characteristic of a neoliberal economy are deregulation 
                                                 
615 Morange, ‗Participation, neoliberal control and the voice of street traders in Cape Town‘, p. 4 
616 City of Cape Town, ‗Cape Town‘s Economic Environment‘, p. 5 
URL: http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/ehd/Pages/EconomicStatistics.aspx 
Accessed: 10.10.2013 
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and a laissez-faire approach.  However in the context of urban governance – as is evident in the CCT 
– it is no contradiction to promote deregulation of the economy on the one hand while at the same 
time seeking to control the poor population. These people are perceived to (potentially) jeopardise the 
city‘s attempts to attract the investment needed to fulfil its aspiration to be a world city. For example, 
conflict, protests and violence are bad for the ―image‖ of a city – especially a city like Cape Town 
that imagines itself as a beautiful place with a very scenic natural setting.
617
 The unruly poor do not 
fit into this picture. Moreover, only if investment is seen as ―safe‖ and if it promises profits, will pri-
vate investors be willing to invest money in the city; only then will businesses be keen on public-
private partnerships – as could be the case with waste recycling.  
In sum, in this neoliberal city, decisions are guided more by cost-benefit calculations than by a con-
cern for equity and social welfare.
618
 The aspiration for urban competitiveness leads city decision-
makers to allocate resources to efforts to social and political control of the poor, and to discourage 
their movement into the city.
 This has led to the ‗militarisation‘ of urban space619, which can be ob-
served in the confrontational attitude of the city towards the skarrelaars at CPL, where security and 
law enforcement defend the site like a fortress against the attempts of the poor to gain access. 
 
In a case study on ―informal‖ street traders on Greenmarket Square in Cape Town, Morange argues 
that ―[n]eoliberal control implies the willingness of those who are dominated to cooperate to their 
own disempowerment, be it as a group or as individuals.‖620 From this perspective, the skarrelaars on 
the one hand resist this control by ―forcing‖ their way onto the landfill, despite legal prohibition; on 
the other hand they partly cooperate by not entering the landfill before 16h00 to the detriment of their 
incomes. 
 
There is also critique about encouraging and incorporating waste pickers in the recycling economy. 
Dyssel and Langenhoven echo the concerns of authors such as Chen that recycling has been consid-
ered to be one of the less dynamic segments of South Africa‘s informal economy, but that waste re-
cycling nonetheless offers development opportunities for communities.
621
 Moreover, Dyssel and 
Langenhoven point out that informalisation may lead to greater recycling competition among the ur-
ban poor, and they question the viability of recycling as a livelihood option.
622
 Miraftab has added to 
these concerns in her critique of the casualisation in the public sector services in South Africa (where 
                                                 
617 see e.g. Field et al. (eds.), Imagining the City: Memories and Cultures in Cape Town (Cape Town: HSRC, 2007), pp. 
7-11. 
618 Leitner et al., ‗Contesting Urban Futures‘, p. 4 
619 see e.g. Huchzermeyer, Cities with ‘Slums’, p. 52-54 
620 Morange, ‗Participation, neoliberal control and the voice of street traders in Cape Town‘, p. 14 
621 Langenhoven and Dyssel, ‗The Recycling Industry and Subsistence Waste Collectors‘, p. 116 
622 Ibid., p. 117 
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she focuses on waste collection). She maintains that casualisation of labour does not address unem-
ployment, but perpetuates ―apartheid under neoliberal policies‖623 in the CCT. 
 
I would argue, however, that the skarrelaars can earn a decent living, and instead of calling this the 
‗casualisation‘ of labour I would call this creating livelihood opportunities where formal employment 
does not exist. I would add that of course workers should be protected and not exploited. However, in 
absence of other obvious policy options, recycling can be (and is) a viable livelihood option, when 
supported by the state, at least in the short- to medium-term. This could go beyond just digging for 
scrap metal to sell. Recyclable materials could be collected, cleaned and upgraded (e.g. through ―up-
cycling‖) in order to add value, and this could increase local incomes, stimulate employment creation 
and more generally increase economic development in the area around the landfill.
624
  
 
Small recyclers face a problem experienced by most (informal) micro-entrepreneurs: the lack of capi-
tal for investment to grow the business. Recycler 7, for example, wants to expand his scrap business; 
he could take a loan, but does not want to because of his irregular income, which easily could get him 
into trouble with paying back the loan. Notably, ―[o]ne of Hernando de Soto‘s most important contri-
butions has been to demonstrate what a negative impact bureaucracy can have on development. The 
multitude of petty regulations, all of which may have seemed essential at the time that they were de-
veloped, and which […] may be applied in good faith, amount to an obstacle course for the poor.‖625 
In the case of skarreling, bureaucratic demands and costs that are unrealisable prevent some scrap 
dealers from obtaining a license. 
 
 
30. Lack of participation, representation and a command-and-control ap-
proach 
 
As described above, neoliberalism means a (further) marginalisation of the poor who are viewed as a 
disturbing factor that must be controlled. In South Africa (racial) control of the poor (non-white) 
population is an historically independent variable that merges with neoliberalism in a particular way 
in the CCT; as a result this leads to a more exclusionary and confrontational approach. In other 
words, in addition to the hegemony of neoliberal thinking that informs policies and programmes 
globally as well as in South African cities, the CCT‘s attitude towards informality is rooted in an old-
                                                 
623 Ibid., p. 116 
624 Ibid. 
625 Martin and Mathema, Development Poverty and Politics, p. 117 
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fashioned, racist desire to exercise social control over ‗unruly‘ poor black people, but implemented 
now through neo-liberal techniques of governance. Thus the drive to be a ‗world city‘ where the poor 
must be controlled in order to not jeopardise this ambition. This leads to a neglect of their needs by 
the policies that apply to them. And this is aggravated by the fact that these ideas are implemented in 
a top-down way, based on economic rationalities (―more efficiency‖). There is little consultation with 
or inclusion of the poor in the process, in a manner which is reminiscent of the old apartheid com-
mand-and-control approach towards these groups. 
 
The increasing conflict between the skarrelaars on the one side and management, security and law 
enforcement on the other side can clearly be traced back to the 2008 decision to ban landfill salvaging 
on Cape Town landfills, and to the subsequent decision at Coastal Park to restrict skarreling to a few 
hours after 16h00. The former is a consequence of a policy decision which ignored the implications 
for the waste pickers, and the latter is a consequence of incoherent and confrontational policy imple-
mentation. Thus, one can argue that the high levels of conflict and violence at Coastal Park are both a 
result of weak policy development – as the policy ignores the realities of poor Capetonians living in 
townships – and of poor policy implementation – as the policy could not be enforced coherently be-
cause of these realities. 
 
Another problem that limits the capacity of the poor to influence policies lies in the nature of partici-
pation by citizens in South African cities. Because participation is based on place of residence and on 
the accountability of the Ward Councillors to the local residents, ―[i]t confines the voices of the poor 
to residential neighbourhoods and it contributes to a focus on the need for services, housing, and em-
ployment in the townships and in informal settlements.‖626 Morange holds that this especially prob-
lematic in Cape Town, where the non-white (working class) population was forcefully removed from 
the city centre in the 1960s (starting with the demolition of District Six), and mainly relocated to sub-
urbs such as Mitchell‘s Plain on the Cape Flats. In Johannesburg or Durban the situation is slightly 
different, as working-class people still inhabit the inner city, which gives them more of a voice and 
makes it more difficult for authorities to commodify space as part of a neoliberal agenda.
627
 Besides 
disempowerment, relocating thousands of people into dormitory suburbs on the fringes of the city 
with few employment opportunities is responsible for many of the social ills that continue to plague 
the residents of these areas. 
 
                                                 
626 Morange, ‗Participation, neoliberal control and the voice of street traders in Cape Town‘, p. 9 
627 Ibid. 
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The poor (and in this case the skarrelaars) are not only underrepresented in the political arena because 
of a lack of organisation and thus participation, but also because of the domination of urban elites, 
which have access to social and economic power in (local) politics and policy-making. Morange ar-
gues further that the poor are not only excluded from participation, but that ―[t]hey may be excluded 
through participation when they are associated to participatory processes tailored to disempower 
them. Beyond tokenism, window dressing strategies or dysfunctional processes, participation might 
be worked out as an exercise of power through which selective partnerships are co-opted and political 
expression constrained and framed.‖628 In the case of the waste pickers, they were not even invited to 
participate in the decision-making process leading to the phasing out landfill salvaging; in the case of 
the skarrelaars at CPL, they were just presented with a fait accompli (that they could not collect recy-
clables anymore). 
 
The goal of achieving equity as part of SD (as the concept implies) must be of a sustainable nature. 
This means that the poor must be empowered and not just viewed as receivers of handouts. For 
Ananya Roy there is thus a distinctive signature in policymaking today in that they emphasise the 
moral capacity of the poor: ―The key element of today‘s paradigm of ‗Sustainable Human Develop-
ment‘ is the idea of enablement, helping the poor help themselves.‖629 This is not a new idea, but il-
lustrates that a shift of thinking with regard to policymaking is taking place. However, it seems that 
this idea of empowering the poor has not yet reached the policymakers in South Africa and the CCT. 
 
 
31. Achieving sustainable development?  
 
The debates around the incompatibility of neoliberalism and SD have been outlined in the first chap-
ter, as well as a critique of SD as being too fixated on efficiency and technological solutions.
 
These 
debates and critiques are important, but the analysis here will focus on the question of whether South 
Africa, the Western Cape and particularly Cape Town live up to the promises to implement SD strat-
egies, as spelled out in various policy documents and strategies such as the NFSD, NSSD, NEMWA, 
as well as in the Western Cape Environmental Implementation Plan (EIP), and the CCT‘s IMEP, 
IWM and waste management by-law. The debates lead to the question whether the discrepancy be-
tween policies that emphasise the priority of SD and the practice, where SD is still not implemented 
coherently and is often sidelined, can be attributed to the dominance of neoliberal ideas and policies, 
or whether this is caused by internal inconsistencies with regard to policy commitments, especially 
                                                 
628 Ibid., p. 1 
629 Ananya Roy, ‗Urban Informality: Toward an Epistemology of Planning‘, Journal of the American Planning Associa-
tion, Vol. 71, No. 2, 2005, pp. 147-158, here: p.150 
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where the CCT is concerned. The Concept Paper On Sustainable Development, published by the 
Western Cape government, gives an indication of the problem: ―[…] despite Constitutional and other 
legal requirements to pursue a sustainable development agenda, there is a lack of coherence amongst 
key policies governing the different dimensions of sustainable development and tensions between 
policy objectives exist.
630
 
 
As mentioned before, all the main policy documents scrutinised in this study highlight the need to 
address the problem of waste within the SD paradigm, and they emphasise the need to reduce, reuse 
and recycle materials instead of landfilling them. In the NFSD, the White Paper on Integrated Pollu-
tion and Waste Management for South Africa, the Minimum Requirements for Waste Disposal by 
Landfill and the CCT‘s Integrated Waste Management (IWM) Policy waste separation and recovery at 
source (i.e., at the waste generator‘s premises) is proclaimed the long-term aim of how to deal with 
waste in South Africa. This is internationally recognised as the most efficient way of reclaiming from 
the waste stream. With the current overall recycling rates (at present 12.7% in the Western Cape, and 
just below 17% in the CCT
631
), there is still a long way to go. The Municipal Systems Act (Act 32 of 
2000) actually compels municipalities to set tariffs that promote recycling and the economical, effi-
cient and effective use of resources.
632
 
 
The NSSD1 points to an issue which is often overlooked – that settlements are not sustainable if there 
are no livelihood or job opportunities: ―To be sustainable, human settlements must meet the different 
needs of their residents, including housing, basic services, community facilities, transport and liveli-
hood/job opportunities, while at the same time, being sensitive to the surrounding ecosystems and 
natural resources. Given the large number of poverty-stricken people still living in informal settle-
ments in South Africa, building such communities is a priority.‖633 To the people of Capricorn, 
Vrygrond and Hillview this must sound like pure cynicism. Not only are there almost no job opportu-
nities, but the city is actively diminishing their livelihood opportunities. 
 
As explained in the introductory chapter, in theory SD is achieved when there is a balance between 
the economy, the environment and social equity. But this balance is difficult to achieve as conﬂicts 
                                                 
630 WC Provincial Development Council / DEA&DP, Concept Paper On Sustainable Development, p. 10 
631 Informal interview with Chief Director of Environmental Quality (WC) Gottlieb Arendse, Cape Town (26.09.2013). 
632 Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism of South Africa (DEAT), Working 
with waste: guideline on recycling of solid waste (Tshwane: DEAT, 2003), p. 5 
URL: http://www.sawic.org.za/documents/232.pdf 
Accessed: 10.05.2013 
633 DEA, National Strategy for Sustainable Development and Action Plan (NSSD 1), p. 28 
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arise between the three priorities, and this makes implementation difﬁcult.634 Despite this difficulty, I 
would argue that these three elements of the triangle can intersect around SWM, livelihoods and envi-
ronmental issues in a win-win-win outcome. This may not always be possible, but in the case of 
skarreling at CPL it is achievable, at least to a certain extent. One could easily reconcile job creation 
with resource conservation. If the skarrelaars were able to collect materials for the whole day, this 
would improve their livelihood situation and also protect the environment, as fewer resources and 
energy would have to be used for producing new goods. This would be a win-win situation that ad-
dresses all three components of sustainable development, although in the long term waste minimisa-
tion would of course be the desirable goal. 
 
 
32. Policy Implications 
 
If one compares policy and practice – as this study has done – a certain ―talk left, walk right‖ attitude 
comes to the fore. The pledges to act in the interests of the poor are not mirrored by the actions of the 
politicians and policymakers. Instead, the poor continue to be marginalised and largely excluded from 
the decision-making process. But how can policies claim to be in the best interest of the citizens if 
those affected are not even consulted? The analysed policies reflect a certain idea and vision of South 
Africa and Cape Town, but the poor do not feature as actors in these visions and they may have very 
different ideas regarding the future. The question remains: what does the situation at CPL mean for 
the appropriateness of the design and the implementation of the relevant policies of the CCT? 
 
The official reasons for phasing out landfill salvaging were health and safety concerns. These arose 
because of liability issues – if for instance a salvager were to be injured or killed on the site, who 
would be held responsible? As is argued in Chapter III, according to the regulations set out in the 
Minimum Requirements for Waste Disposal by Landfill and in NEMWA, it is within the discretion of 
the permit holder to allow salvaging to continue (if it exists already). However, the permit holder is – 
amongst other things – liable for any damages to persons. In addition, the permit holder (in the case 
of CPL, the CCT) has to comply with the conditions of the permit as issued by the provincial gov-
ernment (general waste) or the DEA (hazardous waste). This not only led the City to phase out sal-
vaging, but the liability issue would of course discourage permit holders from allowing any salvag-
ing. However, I would argue that it is possible to change policy in order to indemnify the landfill 
owner and permit holder from any liability claims. Moreover, if a separate section on the landfill (i.e. 
                                                 
634 Kruljac, ‗Public-Private Partnerships in Solid Waste Management‘, p. 224 
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away from the working face) were to be established where the reclaimers could separate recyclables 
from the residual waste, their activities would not only be much safer but this would also significantly 
increase the volumes that are recycled and encourage efficiency and productivity, which is in keeping 
with the aims expressed in the policy documents. 
 
Keeping people away from the active working face is one of the key concerns, as for instance ex-
pressed in the Minimum Requirements, which also recommends a separate area for the sorting of 
waste. This is reflected in the statements of population D that landfill salvaging was ―not banned in 
the Western Cape‖ but that it needed to ―be more regulated‖. In particular, there is a ―need to keep 
people away from the active working face‖ because of health and safety issues. However, it is obvi-
ous that in Cape Town this has meant an effective ban on landfill salvaging in order to keep people 
away from the sites. Despite this, population D maintains that ―the city is doing its utmost‖ to im-
prove the recycling situation.  
 
According to population C, there was a certain Mr Bouwer who had a contract with the city to sal-
vage materials on the Coastal Park landfill until the ban in 2008. He started in 1998 or 1999, and then 
had to stop 10 years later. People from Vrygrond were his employees, although they did not have 
formal contracts, and they probably just had an oral agreement, and/or a handshake
635
; these people 
were therefore in informal employment. Materials recovered included plastics, metal, glass and other 
recyclables (anything of value). Salvaging then at CPL was ―big business‖. 
 
The representatives of provincial government (population D) confirm the statements of population C 
that the last salvage contractor on the CPL site had caused problems, and that this was the reason for 
terminating his contract. Apparently the contractor was just looking ―for quick money‖, which meant 
that he focused only on the most valuable materials and thus not all recyclables were salvaged. This 
might have encouraged the decision to immediately phase out landfill salvaging in the CCT after 
NEMWA had laid the foundations in 2008. Recycler 5 furthermore explained that this former con-
tractor at CPL had caused problems when he left. Apparently he extracted materials from the landfill 
even after the tender contract had ended; when people in the community found out about this they 
―were upset and angry‖. 
 
The main weakness of NEMWA and the subordinate legislation is that they do not adequately con-
sider the implications of the implementation of these policies. Furthermore, some of the policies – in 
particular when it comes to landfill salvaging – are to some extent disconnected from South African 
                                                 
635 Interview with focus group 1: population C, CPL conference room (19.09.2013). 
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and local realities. First of all – on a national level – the required formalisation of landfill salvaging 
and the provision of protective clothing, safe drinking water, and ablution and sanitation facilities for 
the salvagers, as spelt out in the Minimum Requirements, is difficult to implement. I have raised the 
question before, why a recycling company would invest in building ablution and sanitation facilities 
for salvagers, if it only has a short-term contract. Secondly, the fact that the permit holder is liable for 
any personal damages on the landfill is a strong disincentive for the permit holders to allow reclaim-
ing on the landfill (this is generally in their discretion). However, the waste pickers will continue to 
force their way onto the sites thus paving the way for conflict. 
 
At the local level, prohibiting any landfill salvaging in the CCT from 2008 seems an unreasonable 
aim in a developing country like South Africa, with high unemployment and many poor people. The 
CCT‘s new waste management by-law, adopted in 2009, was a step forward in that it replaced the 
previous fragmented by-laws, and thus allowed for a (more) uniform approach to waste management 
throughout the city (see Chapter III). However, section 13(1) dictates that anyone who wants to en-
gage in waste sorting, recycling or recovery activities, must comply with an environmental impact 
assessment. Although this is in principle good, the by-law does not recognise informal waste pickers, 
and only speaks of ―formalised recycling groups‖.636 This implies that in the minds of the policymak-
ers the waste pickers have already disappeared from the landfill (following the prohibition of salvag-
ing in the previous year). I would argue that this is an example of policymakers ignoring realities. The 
fact that the skarrelaars do not feature in the thoughts of the policymakers – or are supposed to have 
disappeared following the banning of their activities – might also explain why the City finds it so 
difficult to adequately address the situation at CPL. 
 
Population C has confirmed that the policymakers have not considered the consequences of this pro-
hibition for the reclaimers: ―They don‘t care about them.‖637 In addition, no skills training or alterna-
tive employment was offered to the people who worked on the landfills for the salvaging companies. 
They were just left on their own. This might not have had such negative consequences if other jobs 
were available. However, as mentioned in the section on the socioeconomic conditions of the suburbs 
surrounding CPL, job opportunities are few and far between. 
 
This confirms that despite official commitments to support sustainable livelihoods for the poor, these 
pledges are half-hearted. The poor continue to be marginalised and are not even consulted about deci-
sions which affect them. Instead of including them in long-term solutions, South Africa and Cape 
                                                 
636 CCT, City of Cape Town Integrated Waste Management By-law, 2009, p. 20 
637 Interview with focus group 1: population C, CPL conference room (19.09.2013). 
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Town continue to largely exclude them from the decision-making process. To maintain some level of 
legitimacy, strategies and visions are formulated, ―token events‖ are hosted, and ―token projects‖ 
(with rather short life spans or with little impact) are implemented.  
 
This is also true of the aim of the NFSD, which is to restructure the recycling sector in order to ―cre-
ate opportunities for the inclusion of (B)BEE operators, community-based non-profit initiatives and 
informal sector waste pickers‖.638 If this goal were really a priority, then the skarrelaars and micro-
businesses such as the scrap dealers around CPL would be incorporated in the recycling. However, 
not only do the state and the city display inflexibility in this matter, but they ignore the skarrelaars 
and scrap dealers in their recycling strategies and even harass the dealers through frequent police con-
trols – a frequency that does not apply to other businesses, such as the Spaza shops, as was pointed 
out in the previous chapter.  
 
The NFSD has a more inclusive approach to informal waste picking than earlier policies such as the 
Minimum Requirements, NEMWA and the CCT‘s IMEP, which implicitly or explicitly aim at the 
exclusion of informal waste salvagers and have been implemented – at least in Cape Town (and esp. 
at CPL) – in a non-participatory and even confrontational manner. On other landfills, like that in Sa-
solburg, BEE projects that are just interested in making a profit have benefited at the expense of the 
waste pickers, thus undermining the equity aim of sustainable development as spelt out in the NFSD 
and NSSDs. Generally, the conditions at (and around) the CPL appear to be special to some extent, 
when compared to other landfills in the Western Cape (and South Africa). Thus, policies and projects 
that may be working on other landfills are difficult to implement at CPL or are not working there be-
cause of the socioeconomic situation on the Cape Flats. On the other hand, it means that the policies 
in the CCT are not suited for the realities in the City. 
 
The CCT‘s waste management by-law contradicts the NFSD‘s goals of inclusion and equity. It aims 
at regulating recovery and recycling activities, and sets minimum requirements for waste storage and 
infrastructure. The subsequent Solid waste management sector plan 2011/2012 list goals and objec-
tives for the City‘s SWM, including the ―Recycling and Waste Minimization Strategy‖. It encourages 
public-private partnerships, as they are ―specifically aimed at developing sustainable materials recov-
ery and recycling industries that will add value to the economic growth objectives of the city and the 
region as well as minimise green house [sic] gasses.‖639 In these plans the reclaimers are seen as an 
obstacle who only disturb business and must be pushed out of the picture. Recycler 5 for instance 
                                                 
638 DEAT, A National Framework for Sustainable Development in South Africa. 
639 City of Cape Town, Solid waste management sector plan 2011/2012, p. 10 
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explained that he was keen on getting a tender for recycling at the landfill and has asked landfill op-
erators to co-operate, ―but they are unwilling‖ and ―they are full of shit‖. He expressed his discontent 
that instead of giving the tender to a local recycler, the current contractor for recycling (cardboard, 
plastic, glass) at the drop-off site next to the landfill is ―from outside‖. 
 
One of the problems with regard to policymaking (not only in South Africa) is that the policymakers 
for the most part do not have a genuine understanding of ―real life‖. Most representatives in parlia-
ments are people from the middle class while peasants, workers and other groups are grossly un-
derrepresented in these bodies. Making policy for people without really understanding how they live 
leads to policy that is often (at least to some extent) disconnected from the realities on which they 
impact. This is probably one of the reasons why the policies around recycling and informal waste 
pickers in South Africa are not suited to the conditions in the country. It appears that the policies were 
copied from developed countries and only slightly amended, although the situation in South Africa is 
quite different from that in other countries, such as  in Europe.  
 
Technical solutions might work in Europe, which is highly industrialised and relatively wealthy, but 
not in South Africa, with its large population of unemployed and poor people. Even if waste separa-
tion at source were to be fully implemented, as is the plan of the CCT over the next few years: why 
would people care about this if they are struggling to put bread on the table? And why would they 
separate waste and give their bags to a private company that collects these, if they can make an in-
come for themselves? Moreover, implementing this system in the townships efficiently would require 
even more control of the poor, who would have to comply with this top-down approach. Moreover, in 
a country where manual labour is often cheaper than technical solutions and where low-wage jobs 
(such as those of petrol attendants) are in effect disguised employment programmes, it seems ironic to 
try to completely formalise recycling. Waste picking is a more stable and sustainable source of in-
come than for instance the so-called Expanded Public Works Programme, which is a government 
initiative that seeks to give people temporary employment through the delivery of public and com-
munity services such as alien vegetation clearing projects, clearing litter from public places and the 
like.
640
 Trying to absorb unemployment through providing rather unsustainable temporary employ-
ment, while at the same time aiming to increasingly formalise activities like waste recycling, thereby 
depriving people of their own (more) sustainable livelihoods, seems foolish. 
 
                                                 
640 Western Cape Government, ‗Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP)‗. 
URL: http://www.westerncape.gov.za/general-publication/expanded-public-works-programme 
Accessed: 08.11.2013 
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In this case, it is not so much a case of policy failure around waste, but a problem of inadequate poli-
cy design (and implementation) on the socioeconomic macro level. The neoliberal development plans 
have thus far failed to significantly improve the situation of the poor in the city. Therefore, even if the 
waste management policies are better adapted to South African realities, they are bound to fail if they 
are detached from the policies of departments responsible for social development and the economy.  
 
On the other hand, the attitude of ―the policy is right, but the people are the problem‖ points to a cer-
tain level of arrogance amongst policymakers,
641
 who claim to ―know what is best for the people‖. 
One surely can (and has to) educate the people to willingly cooperate and comply with the policies; 
yet if policies do not work for the people they are designed for, then this is a futile exercise. In the 
end it means that they are the wrong policies in that context and have to be adapted accordingly. 
However, the approach of state (in South Africa in particular) is often not to listen to the concerns of 
its citizens, but to force the citizens to comply using a command-and-control approach.  
 
Designing and implementing policies should not only involve a ―token‖ consultation with the people 
affected; rather, a shift to a people-driven approach would ensure that policies were more suited to the 
needs of the people. Martin and Mathema propose ―[a] system which permits communities to develop 
their own rules within a legal framework, and to have an active role in implementing the rules, ad-
dresses the need for regulation. By developing the rules themselves they can ensure that they mean 
something to the members of the community and are written in a form that is easily understood. In 
other words, they will be in complete contrast to the thousands of pages of legalese verbiage of cur-
rent acts, regulations and bylaws.‖642 In the case of skarreling this would mean a more flexible ap-
proach, depending on the situation at the various landfills. Including the people from Vrygrond, Cap-
ricorn and Hillview would potentially lead to a greater acceptance and thus compliance with rules and 
regulations, and this would reduce the potential for conflict. This points to a fundamental question: 
what legitimacy do policies have that criminalise efforts by poorest in these communities to avoid 
crime and make an honest living by recycling? In the words of Martin and Mathema: ―How appropri-
ate is a law which relegates the vast majority of the population to the other side, resulting in mass 
noncompliance? Is there not something inherently wrong with a law established on grounds of pro-
tecting the rights of citizens that, instead, demonizes the way of life of a vast majority of its resi-
                                                 
641 This can be observed with NGOs as well, if projects they fund and implement fail and blame it on the participants as 
the researcher has for example personally witnessed in projects in the Eastern Cape in 2007. 
642 Richard Martin and Ashna Mathema, Development Poverty and Politics: Putting Communities in the Driver’s Seat 
(London/New York: Routledge, 2010), p. 124 
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dents?‖643 In the case of waste picking, it is of course not the vast majority of citizens who are affect-
ed, but tens of thousands of citizens nonetheless. 
 
Another question is whether policy changes are communicated adequately to those affected. If an 
activity that was legal (or tolerated) and which people have been doing for years (or even decades) is 
suddenly declared illegal, this might be incomprehensible to these people – especially if the activity 
in question provides their livelihoods: ―The law is a tool used by human societies to protect them-
selves from anti-social behavior. In stable societies not affected by rapid change, knowledge of the 
law is embedded in both values and practice. Those who transgress therefore know that they are do-
ing so. In rapidly evolving societies, and ones in which people from different backgrounds coexist, 
the situation may be very different, and people find themselves criminals without any understanding 
of why this is so.‖644 Of course the skarrelaars at CPL do understand that the rules have changed and 
that they are not welcome on the tip any longer. But whether they fully comprehend why this activity 
(which used to be legal), is now viewed as a criminal act is doubtful. One indicator for this is that 
some skarrelaars continued to go on the site before 16h00 – even after they were informed by the 
landfill management that this was not allowed anymore. They only refrained from doing this after 
they were beaten up or arrested a number of times (see previous chapter). 
 
The statements by population D that ―waste picking is a socioeconomic problem‖ and that therefore a 
―multiple approach‖645 is necessary show the way forward. This links to the triangle described above, 
and suggests that SWM is not merely a technical (and management) problem, but one that has to be 
integrated with economic, environmental and livelihood aspects, particularly within the framework of 
SD. This call for a multiple approach points to another major problem in modern governments, which 
is the problem of administrative fragmentation. The administrative structure of government is usually 
divided into distinct policy sectors, each with its specific responsibilities (e.g. for the economy, for 
the environment etc.). Policies that make sense within one sector, might have negative consequences 
in another sector. Issues like waste picking cannot be solved by one ministry/department in isolation, 
but are cross-sectoral and require a co-ordinated response which overcomes sectoral boundaries.
646
 
What is generally needed is a more holistic approach in order to tackle the root causes of a problem, 
instead of making it a distinct policy area and designing policies within a narrow framework. In the 
case of waste pickers, policymakers need to acknowledge the interdependence not only of the eco-
                                                 
643 Martin and Mathema, Development Poverty and Politics, p. 115 
644 Ibid., p. 107 
645 Interview with focus group 2: population D, Cape Town (26.09.2012). 
646 Neil Carter, The Politics of the Environment. Ideas, Activism, Policy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 
p. 180 
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nomic and ecological aspects (as indicated in the waste legislation), but also of the social component. 
Excluding reclaimers from the recycling process, or even integrating some of them into formalised 
recycling, will not result in the eradication of the waste picker phenomenon; it will only exacerbate 
(violent) conflicts and increase the marginalisation of the poor.  
 
In addition, Cape Town‘s efforts to curb gang violence and crime in general will remain fruitless as 
long as there are no real prospects for young men in the townships. The solution is not more policing 
or the use of the army, but better education and more jobs. Efforts to repress and criminalise informal 
activities, such waste picking on landfills, are counterproductive and contrary to what the city should 
be doing to lower the high crime rate in a sustainable way. Thus one can argue that if the phasing out 
and banning of landfill salvaging were to be further enforced (as is proposed in the policy docu-
ments), this would intensify conflict and encourage criminality. This suggests – as presumed above – 
that the full implications of implementing these policies have not been thought through. 
 
If one is (seriously) interested in uplifting an impoverished community, the key is bringing money in, 
and the sustainable approach to this is to increase the number of people with regular incomes and to 
increase income levels. This is especially true of a community where most people derive their in-
comes from within the community itself.
647
 By collecting recyclables and valuables that have (for the 
most part) not originated from the community, they (indirectly) bring money into the township, be-
cause the scrap dealers they sell to for their part trade in the (formal) recycling industry outside the 
community. 
 
Population D agrees that ―the people [waste pickers] do fit into the recycling economy‖ and that there 
are some examples in the Western Cape where waste pickers have been included in SWM, as for in-
stance in the town of Hermanus. There about 40 former waste pickers who are now employed formal-
ly by the municipality to work in the local waste recovery facility. They mostly receive goods like 
food and clothes in exchange for their work. Overall, population D holds that there are some success-
ful projects across the province, but that this depends on the municipality and the site managements. 
In Oudtshoorn for instance, there is apparently a pilot project that seeks to integrate the waste pickers. 
Given these examples and the realisation of the policymakers of the potentially positive role of waste 
pickers in recycling, it would seem that efforts should be stepped up to improve the situation of waste 
pickers. One step would be to officially recognise waste picking as occupation, as is for example the 
case in Brazil.  There waste picking is registered in the Classification of Occupations, although in 
practice it is still a semi-formal activity (see Chapter II). 
                                                 
647 Martin and Mathema, Development Poverty and Politics, p. 211f. 
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Cities in other countries lead the way when it comes to progressive and inclusive policies regarding 
waste pickers. For instance, the SWM programme of the city of Curitiba in Brazil – which has been 
hailed as an environmentally sustainable ‗model city‘ – has been praised as an example of sustainable 
SWM.
648
 In Curitiba the municipality has initiated and supported programmes such as the city-wide 
‗Waste that is Not Waste‘ recycling programme, supplemented by the ‗Green Exchange‘ programme 
to encourage regularised, low-income neighbourhoods (former favelas or other poor areas) to recy-
cle.
649
 The municipality has also supported the initiative of organisations of the urban poor to encour-
age collecting at source. It has been argued by authors like Platt that this has been critical to the suc-
cess of recycling in that city and enables the expertise and experience of pickers to create the basis for 
city-wide waste management.
650
  
 
Kruljac suggests forming public–private partnerships (PPPs), with NGOs or other community-based 
groups (CBOs) acting as mediators, to help provide as a solution which would incorporate waste 
pickers in municipal SWM, especially where there are a democratic structures in place.
651
 Whether 
this would work in South Africa is another question: the Sasolburg dump with the BEE recycler can 
serve here as an example of how things can go wrong with an incompetent and purely profit-
orientated company. 
 
It has also been pointed out that the ―[…] most difﬁcult aspect of achieving sustainability in Curitiba 
– as in the world over – is realising social equity.‖ 652 This has to do mainly with the existing institu-
tions and structures within a society. Therefore some communities have endorsed the ‗Right to the 
City‘ concept, as developed by Lefebvre. In essence this means that all city dwellers must have the 
―right […] to fully enjoy urban life with all of its services and advantages – the right to habitation – 
as well as taking a direct part in the management of cities – the right to participation‖.653 Brazil rec-
ognised the ‗right to the city‘ as a collective right in 2001, and this has had positive impacts for the 
people in the informal sector.
654
 
                                                 
648 Kruljac, ‗Public-Private Partnerships in Solid Waste Management‘, p. 222 
649 Ibid., p. 228f. 
650 David Hallowes and Victor Munnik, Wasting the Nation: Making trash of people and places (Pietermaritzburg: 
groundWork, 2008), p. 187 
651 Kruljac, ‗Public-Private Partnerships in Solid Waste Management‘, p. 230 
652 Ibid. 
653 Ibid. 
654 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSION 
 
33. Summary of the findings and their implications 
 
In many developing countries, poor people earn a living by picking waste, either from bins, in the 
streets or from landfills. They reclaim materials for their personal use, and/or to sell them to recyclers 
and thus earn an income. Although they reduce the amount of waste that is buried on landfill sites, 
and in countries such as India are crucial in assisting an ineffective municipal waste management 
system, they are often stigmatised and marginalised. Their work is perceived to be ‗dirty‘ and the 
people concerned are often believed to be poor, criminals, drug addicts or the like. In some countries 
and cities they are harassed by the police and authorities; in others they are tolerated or even support-
ed by the authorities (as in Brazil and to some extent India). In South Africa, waste pickers are per-
ceived as a nuisance rather than an asset in municipal SWM, and in recycling in particular. Policies 
are essentially designed with the aim of excluding them from (formal) recycling, rather than trying to 
incorporate them – as for instance cities in Brazil have done (e.g. in Curitiba).  
 
This case study of informal waste pickers on the Coastal Park landfill in Cape Town was an attempt 
at ―politics from below‖; in other words it was a policy critique that took the situation of the 
skarrelaars at CPL as its starting point. In the two decades since the transition to democracy, South 
Africa and the City of Cape Town (CCT) have formulated a number of framework and subordinate 
policies which express their commitment to sustainable development (SD). SD aims to achieve a bal-
ance between its three components, economic, environmental and social sustainability. Thus, SD is 
not only about increased economic efficiency and stability, while at the same time reducing pollution 
and handling natural resources more thoughtfully; it is also about promoting social equity by reducing 
poverty and empowering the poor. 
 
The study was guided by the assumption that waste pickers in developing countries play an important 
part in recycling efforts, and that recycling in turn is an integral component of SD, which is the guid-
ing principle of South African policy-making. In an ideal scenario – as implicitly promised by the 
policies on SD – the management of solid waste should pursue the economic and environmental goals 
of SD by promoting recycling and should be aligned with the goal of creating sustainable livelihoods. 
The Western Cape Environmental Implementation Plan (EIP) for instance, which was developed in 
accordance with NEMA, highlights that the needs of people are of primary concern, that environmen-
tal management must be integrated and the effects of decisions on environment and people examined, 
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that environmental justice must be pursued and community well-being and participation promoted.
655
 
If waste pickers were supported in their recycling efforts in both policy and practice, as demanded in 
the EIP, this would be a win-win situation for the state/city (economic benefits and less crime), the 
skarrelaars (regular employment and incomes) and the environment (less waste buried on landfills). 
However, this potentially beneficial alignment of SD, SWM, livelihoods and environmental issues is 
not realised in practice in Cape Town. 
 
In the CCT skarreling on the landfills, and particularly at CPL, is accompanied by conflict and a 
criminalisation of the skarrelaars. The CCT decided to phase out landfill salvaging in 2008, and has 
subsequently put a lot of effort into keeping skarrelaars away from its landfills. The implications of 
this decision – job losses for poor people and a potential increase in crime – have not been thought 
through. There is thus a dysfunctional triangular relationship around waste recycling in the CCT, 
leading to tensions between (1) the City‘s commitment to SD; (2) its practical approach towards solid 
waste management (SWM); and (3) the impact on the livelihoods of the poor in adjacent townships.  
 
There are several causes for this disjuncture between policy and reality. The first has to do with igno-
rance on the side of the policymakers. They seem to be badly informed about the extent and nature of 
skarreling, evidently assuming that this activity is performed only by a few people who need quick 
cash for drugs. Secondly, the policies around SWM ignore South African realities, and the SD poli-
cies and their implementation lack coherence. Moreover, the conflict between the skarrelaars and the 
CCT at the CPL is rooted in inadequate national and local legislation which does not acknowledge 
the role of informal waste pickers in SWM and aims at excluding rather than including them. This, 
thirdly, is related to the pursuit of neoliberal macro-policies in South Africa, as well as to the global 
competition between cities for investment. This neoliberal urbanism leads cities like Cape Town to 
re-imagine themselves as ―world (class) cities‖ that seek to attract international tourists and foreign 
direct investment. Poor waste pickers are perceived to be a disruptive factor in this scenario. In the 
CCT, this, fourthly, goes hand in hand with an approach reminiscent of colonial and apartheid think-
ing. The apartheid premise – based on a racial ideology – was that (poor) non-white people must be 
confined to certain areas and should be controlled, and the state allocated considerable resources to 
implement this idea. Similarly, the CCT invests in fences, policing and private security in order to 
keep the skarrelaars away from the landfills – particularly at CPL. This approach is linked, fifthly, to 
the underrepresentation of the affected in the political arena because of a lack of organisation and the 
domination of urban elites in (local) politics and policymaking. Finally, the situation at the CPL is 
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different from other places in the Western Cape, especially because of the specific social dynamics on 
the Cape Flats. 
 
The study has shown that the contribution of the skarrelaars to environmental sustainability is limited 
because of the restricted access to the landfill, but that skarreling is an important economic factor in 
the communities of Capricorn, Vrygrond and Hillview. It has shown that hundreds of tons of recycla-
bles are recovered from the landfill each year. This forms the basis of the livelihoods of a few hun-
dred people in the townships surrounding the CPL site, and brings between one and two million Rand 
into the community every year. Most of the skarrelaars go on the landfill to earn money for their daily 
survival, and not to feed a drug habit. If skarreling is done for a living, it is tough work that poses 
various dangers to health and safety. These people have been ignored by the state, and have chosen to 
skarrel to make an honest living. The persistence of the skarrelaars is admirable, given the high 
prevalence of gangs and crime in the areas where they live. 
 
 
34. An outlook: five scenarios on the role of waste pickers in SWM 
 
In order to illustrate the impact of different (exclusive and inclusive) policies and their implementa-
tion, five short scenarios will be described. These are not purely imagined scenarios, but are based on 
past and current situations at CPL and at landfills in other parts of the world. The idea is to identify 
which scenario would be mostly likely to achieve the optimal balance between the economic, envi-
ronmental and social considerations that constitute sustainable development. 
 
34.1  No restrictions for the skarrelaars: let them collect where and when they want 
 
Scenario 1: What would happen if there were no legal and/or practical restrictions for the 
skarrelaars and they had free access to the landfill at all times? 
 
This scenario is an exaggerated version of the conditions on landfills (including CPL) before landfill 
salvaging was ―phased out‖ in 2008. In this scenario, the skarrelaars would have unlimited access to 
the landfill (i.e. all day and night), and could extract whatever they find. They could wait at the work-
ing face (where the trucks unload the waste) and rummage through before the waste is compacted and 
covered with soil. This would mean that reclaiming would be much easier than is currently the case 
and the skarrelaars could extract much higher volumes of materials, which in turn would significantly 
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increase their incomes. There would be hustle and bustle on the dump with many people active on the 
site during the day. The city and the permit holder would have to be exempted from any liability in 
case of injury or death of a skarrelaar on the site – and it is likely there would be more injuries, ill-
ness, and even the occasional death. The skarrelaars would take on more responsibility and would 
have to solve the problem of how they organise themselves so that everyone has relatively easy ac-
cess to the recyclables (for example, by taking turns). This could become anarchic and violent, or it 
could see the development of some norm of fairness. 
 
The downside of this open-access approach is that it would be difficult for the landfill management to 
keep track of the proceedings on the site, and the operation would probably be less smooth as the 
drivers of the vehicles would have to take extra care because of the presence of the skarrelaars. In 
essence, this scenario minimises state control and responsibility, and would probably produce a great-
er variety of practices from below over time, with both good and bad consequences. Some form of 
equilibrium between the SD components would be achieved, but with potentially negative side ef-
fects.  
 
34.2  Enforce existing policies more strictly and create new anti-salvaging laws 
 
Scenario 2: What would happen if existing policies to prohibit landfill salvaging were enforced even 
more strictly, and new policies designed that declared waste picking illegal? 
 
This is the opposite of the previous scenario, and would be an exacerbation of the current conditions 
at CPL. In order to avoid any disturbance to the smooth and efficient operation of the landfill, no 
waste pickers would be allowed on the site. This would go hand in hand with new legislation making 
waste picking illegal, and promoting more technological solutions for waste recycling with the final 
goal of separation at source. The consequence would be a very formalised, ―clean‖ operation, and 
contracts could be put out for tender to recycling companies who would not be in competition with 
the waste pickers. This in turn would mean the city could generate higher revenues from these con-
tracts. The downside is that for years and decades to come most recyclables would still be buried on 
landfills (until recycling rates are increased significantly), and the skarrelaars would have to look for 
alternative means to earn a living. Such a policy would make it clear to the skarrelaars that reclaiming 
was not a sustainable source of income in the long run.  
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This scenario might be the worst in terms of achieving an equilibrium between the economic, envi-
ronmental and social component of SD. Livelihoods would be destroyed, and poverty and crime 
would increase in the short-term. Resources would be wasted – at least in the short- and medium-
term, with negative consequences for the environment. 
 
 
34.3  Have controlled on-site salvaging 
 
Scenario 3: What would happen if waste pickers were allowed to skarrel on the landfill,  
but their activities were overseen and controlled? 
 
This scenario describes a middle way between the first two scenarios. The owner/permit holder would 
limit access to the site to certain areas and/or certain times (more hours than currently) and to a max-
imum number of skarrelaars per day (e.g. 150 to 200); in addition they would provide the skarrelaars 
with ID cards for controlled access to the site. The skarrelaars would have to obey the rules on the 
landfill, otherwise they would be denied access the next time. This scenario would also include only 
burying the waste after the skarrelaars have rummaged through it and extracted the recyclables; this 
would enable a higher recycling output. 
 
To some extent an equilibrium within the SD triangle is possible with this scenario, although 
skarrelaars who did not get an ID card would be excluded once again. Furthermore, since the permit 
holder would act as a gatekeeper, there would be scope for patronage and corruption, unless the 
skarrelaars were well organised. On the other hand, South Africa has a large unskilled labour force 
and reclaiming materials on landfills does not involve much by way of skills or training
656
. Thus en-
couraging salvaging would be very appropriate for the SA labour market in that thousands of un-
skilled or semi-skilled workers would find work without having to produce proof of their abilities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
656 Visser and Theron, Waste Not, p. 5 
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34.4  Formalise on-site waste separation and recycling and employ the skarrelaars 
 
Scenario 4: What would happen if on-site waste salvaging was formalised and the skarrelaars were 
employed formally (by the city or a contractor)? 
 
All of the participants in the in-depth interviews stated that they would rather work in a formal job 
with a regular income. This differs from the findings on other landfills
657
, where some waste pickers 
(to some extent) enjoy being their own boss and prefer working independently to being formally em-
ployed in wage labour. This difference can be attributed to the difficult conditions at CPL. Formalis-
ing and employing the skarrelaars would to some extent resemble the situation that obtained with the 
last salvaging permit holder, although the skarrelaars were only employed on an informal basis. 
 
As in the previous scenario, the permit holder would control access to the landfill and issue ID cards 
to the skarrelaars. For safe practice, a section of the landfill would be separated from the working 
face; there the waste would be dumped first, the recyclables separated, and the residual waste would 
then buried on the landfill. The permit holder would provide ablution facilities as well as health & 
safety gear (esp. gloves and masks), which is similar to what the Minimum Requirements prescribe 
for controlled landfill salvaging.
658
 
 
Skarreling would thus take place in an ―orderly‖ manner, levels of conflict and violence would de-
crease significantly, the recycling rate would increase and the skarrelaars would work in an environ-
ment which was less detrimental to their health and safety; they would also have higher incomes. The 
city would have to invest beforehand, but would benefit from the higher recycling rates and would 
have to spend less money on security. However, it is necessary to ensure that formalisation offers the 
benefits and protections that come with being formally employed, such as the protection of the work-
ers‘ rights.659   
 
This scenario is an extension of the previous one and is similar to the practice in some Brazilian cit-
ies. In this scenario policymakers have to bear in mind that in a developing country like South Africa, 
where a large share of the population is poor and lives in informal settlements, formalising jobs will 
not lead to an end of the waste-picker phenomenon (if this is the goal of this approach). Once an in-
                                                 
657 see e.g. Schenck, Rinie / Blaauw, Derick, and Viljoen, Kotie, Unrecognized Waste Management Experts: Challenges 
and Opportunities for Small Business Development and Decent Job Creation in the Waste Sector in the Free State (Gene-
va: ILO, 2012), p. 98 
658 DWAF, Minimum Requirements for Waste Disposal by Landfill, appendix 10.3 
659 Chen, ‗The Informal Economy‘, p. 17 
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formal worker‘s job is formalised, there would be other poor people ready to ―fill the gap‖. That is, 
there is a large ―reserve‖ of people who will seize any opportunity to generate a small income and 
thus replace the worker (in this case, the skarrelaar). 
 
This might be the best scenario for the City in that it would significantly decrease levels of conflict, 
although there might be some conflict with the skarrelaars who are not employed to work on the site. 
This scenario has the potential to create a temporary equilibrium, but its sustainability will be under-
mined if recovery at source is fully implemented in the long-term. 
 
34.5  Engage waste pickers in the household collection of recyclables 
 
Scenario 5: What would happen if recycling at source were extended and skarrelaars were  
employed formally (by the city or a contractor)? 
 
Waste separation at source (in the case of municipal waste) is the most desirable form of recycling, as 
the value of materials is best preserved if they do not become contaminated with dirt and organic 
waste. Moreover, waste segregation at the household level would mean higher recycling rates (and 
would thus be better in terms of greening the economy), but it would at the same time mean that less 
recyclables end up on the landfills for the skarrelaars to collect. Thus, if the waste pickers were em-
ployed to collect recyclables from the households and then sell them to buy-back centres, higher re-
cycling rates would be combined with a steady income under less hazardous conditions for the 
skarrelaars. This model has been (mostly successfully) implemented in municipalities in Brazil (e.g. 
Curitiba) and India, especially where the municipalities struggle to keep up with waste disposal. 
The city would issue ID cards to the waste pickers so that they could prove their identities when col-
lecting materials from the households. This collection system would either be implemented by giving 
a contract to a recycler who would employ the reclaimers, or by issuing permits to the waste pickers 
as micro-entrepreneurs (but with as little cost and as little bureaucracy as possible). In this scenario 
(but also in the previous ones), it would benefit the waste pickers to form cooperatives. 
 
This could also include establishing drop-off centres or sorting sites in the townships. Curitiba, for 
example, has funded and built a multitude of waste-sorting sheds in many of the city‘s favelas and 
provided gloves and other safety equipment for the waste-pickers. This public investment not only 
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helps to make recycling safer and more efficient, but it also displays a concern for the occupational 
needs of waste-pickers and legitimises their contribution to the city‘s waste management system.660 
 
This scenario would be the best for the environmental component of the sustainability triangle, be-
cause of the much higher recycling rates and the better quality of the collected materials. It would, 
however, require a significant change in the policies and attitudes of the state towards waste pickers. 
It would also be the most sustainable in terms of economic considerations and livelihoods, which 
would be secured on a long-term basis.   
 
The Minimum Requirements for Waste Disposal by Landfill includes a proposal similar to this scenar-
io, where local authorities would encourage householders to separate and place their (dry) recyclable 
materials in (an issued) coloured bag. Thus at the landfill, the reclaimers could focus on these bags 
and the salvaging efficiency would improve. Moreover, ―source salvagers‖ could already collect the-
se bags from the households. Overall, in the Minimum Requirements, salvaging at source is seen as 
an alternative to the formal collection of recyclables: ―Waste separation at source is therefore encour-
aged, first because it is in line with sound recycling principles and second because it could eventually 
reduce the occurrence of salvaging at the landfills, as ‗landfill‘ salvagers become ‗source‘ salvag-
ers.‖661 
 
 
35. Concluding thoughts 
 
The downside of landfill recycling is the diminished quality of the recyclables as compared to separa-
tion at source.
662
 The recyclables are dirty and have to be cleaned before further processing can take 
place, and rotting organic matter severely damages materials such as cardboard. Thus, ideally the dry 
(recyclables) would be completely separated from the wet (organic and non-recyclable) waste to re-
tain the full value of the recyclables. This, however, requires the education of the population to sepa-
rate their waste (after a separation at source system is fully implemented), and this realistically takes 
at least one or two generations of awareness-raising about sustainability, which is acknowledged by 
the CCT
663
. The NSSD1 highlights that at the heart of moving towards a sustainable society lies the 
challenge of changing people‘s perceptions of what constitutes ‗wellbeing‘ and of developing new 
social goals based on this. Changing behaviour and creating an attitude of increased responsibility on 
                                                 
660 Kruljac, ‗Public-Private Partnerships in Solid Waste Management‘, p. 232 
661 DWAF, Minimum Requirements for Waste Disposal by Landfill, p. 126 
662 DEAT, National Waste Management Strategy, p. 34 
663 Interview with focus group 1: population C, CPL conference room (19.09.2013). 
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the part of citizens is a slow process that does not happen overnight: ―Changing values and behaviour 
is likely to be a significant challenge and will require a wide range of initiatives, from regulatory 
mechanisms to educational and awareness-raising campaigns. It will require the involvement of gov-
ernment, business and a number of civil society organisations.‖664 This would include increasing 
awareness and understanding the important role of ecosystems and natural resources in ensuring hu-
man wellbeing; incentives or disincentives would have to be introduced to encourage environmental-
ly responsible behaviour. The problem is that the current structure of society often discourages or 
even prevents people from behaving in a sustainable manner, even when they would like to do so.
665
  
In the meantime, informal recyclers are an important reminder of our wasteful lives and waste recy-
cling on landfills should be allowed on all landfills – instead of burying all recyclables until a separa-
tion of source system is implemented. Therefore, waste picking should be supported, and in addition 
skills training provided to prepare the pickers for a time when landfill salvaging becomes redundant.  
 
The livelihood of waste pickers is not only threatened by the phasing out and banning of landfill sal-
vaging, but also by the trend of privatising municipal solid waste management systems, because this 
often results in private companies ‗owning‘ the waste that waste pickers used to sort through them-
selves.
666
 The previously mentioned Sasolburg dumpsite is an example of this, as the reclaimers are 
only tolerated if they sell to the contracted BEE recycler. Samson argues in this context that ―as re-
claimers have reclaimed materials from the dump for several decades, efforts by the city amount to an 
enclosure of the waste commons.‖667 She goes as far as to say that the granting of the contract is part 
of the broader process of what David Harvey calls ―accumulation by dispossession‖. This happens 
where ―neoliberal states are creating new spheres of profitable investment for capital by dispossessing 
communities of what were previously common resources.‖668 This is reflected in the view of the CCT 
that the skarrelaars are basically ―stealing‖ the waste from the landfill.  
 
Overall, it is important that the waste pickers (not only at CPL) become organised
669
 and form coop-
eratives. This will not only help to advance their rights, but also benefit them in terms of securing a 
regular income. For example in Pune, India, members of the local cooperative have more stable in-
comes than other waste pickers in India. In addition, they work fewer hours, and most even enjoy a 
                                                 
664 DEA, ‗National Strategy for Sustainable Development and Action Plan (NSSD 1) 2011–2014‘, p. 13 
665 Ibid. 
666 Samson, ‗Reclaiming Reusable and Recyclable Materials in Africa‘, p. 19 
667 Ibid. 
668 Ibid. 
669 The (rather vague) concept ―organising‖ in the context of waste picking describes certain forms of (democratic) coop-
eration between waste pickers and entails a range of principles and rights. The concept is not unpacked and discussed 
further here since this is not the aim of this study. For more details on the concept see e.g. Theron, ‗Options for Organiz-
ing Waste Pickers in South Africa‘. 
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weekly holiday. They are recognised by the city and thus have ―a claim on some part of the municipal 
budget, whereas earlier they had none.‖670 In general, cities and states need to embrace a new eco-
nomic paradigm that includes the traditional and the modern, the small scale and the big scale, the 
informal and the formal.
671
  
 
For a start, a pilot project could be started in Cape Town to integrate the skarrelaars into the CCT‘s 
SWM (similar to the project in Hermanus); this would benefit both the city and the skarrelaars. Such 
a project would support the work of the skarrelaars, and also encourage the collection of other materi-
als than metal. An area on the landfill could be separated, where the skarrelaars could recover recy-
clables the whole day, without disturbing operations at the working face. Whether they continue to 
work for themselves, and sell the recovered materials to the scrap yards in the area, or whether they 
should be employed by the City or a recycling company still needs to be assessed. For the skarrelaars 
it might be better to be employed as this will guarantee a more stable income and provide some bene-
fits. But for the scrap dealers in the area and their employees this would mean the end of their busi-
ness. Whatever the case, the skarrelaars would have to become more organised. This might prove 
difficult, as there have apparently been unsuccessful attempts on the Cape Flats to organise the 
skarrelaars, who are said to have refused to organise in any way.
672
 This could have been because the 
way they were approached or because they did not see the benefits. In any case, it is worth another 
try. 
 
To conclude, in my view waste pickers – despite their negative image – are a small but important cog 
in the wheel of our globalised economy and a perfect example of sustainable development. And they 
hold up the mirror to our throwaway society: we can live off the things you throw away!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
670 Chikarmane, ‗Integrating Waste Pickers into Municipal SWM in Pune, India‘, p. 10 
671 Chen, ‗The Informal Economy‘, p. 20 
672 Interview with focus group 2: population D, Cape Town (26.09.2012). 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A: Unstructured interview schedule for scrap dealers 
 
What is the name of the business? 
 
Who is the owner? Where is he/she from and is he/she living on the site? 
 
Is he/she working on their own or are they subcontractors? 
 
Do they have employees, and if yes how many?  
 
Since when is the business operating (how many years)? 
 
Why did he/she open a scrap yard? 
 
How long is the scrapyard open every day, and how many days a week? 
 
How many skarrelers come each day to sell their stuff (average, good/bad day), and are they mainly 
from the landfill or street skarrelers? 
 
How much money is paid out to the skarrelers every day/week? 
 
How much does the scrap dealer pay to the skarrelers per kilogram of the collected recyclables? 
 
Where does the scrap dealer sell the recyclables and how much do they get per kilogram / ton?  
 
Is the business licensed? 
 
Do they keep books, i.e. are all business activities on record? 
 
Does the business pay tax? 
 
How regular are there police controls? 
 
Did he/she ever have to pay a fine? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Appendix B: Observation questionnaire skarrelaars 
 
 
Questionnaire for observation of Skarrelaars at the Coastal Park Landfill in Muizenberg 
 
 
Date:    Time: 
 
 Gender: 
Female 
or Male 
Ethnicity / 
First 
Language 
Age 
How many times / 
hours do you come to 
pick waste today? 
What materials do you have 
on you (collected today)? 
Weight / volume 
of the recyclables 
Why are you skarreling? 
For what reason are 
you here today? 
1         
2         
3         
4         
5         
6         
7         
8         
9         
10         
 
 
Your responses will be kept strictly anonymous. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Appendix C: Standardised structured interview schedule for Population A: 
Skarrelers at the Coastal Park Landfill 
 
Your responses will be kept strictly anonymous. 
 
1. Personal Details 
 
Gender (Circle one answer): Female or Male     Age: _______ ___________ 
 
Ethnicity / First Language: ___________________________________________________________ 
Where are you originally from? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Where do you live? Do you own a house/shack? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How much rent do you pay? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How many people do you have to feed and help support? ___________________________________ 
 
Are you the main breadwinner? (Circle one answer)  Yes    No 
 
Until what grade/standard did you go to school? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Reasons for skarreling 
 
Why are you skarreling? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Did someone introduce you to that type or work (i.e. how did you hear about it)? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Is this your only source of income or are you doing this for additional income? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Can you live off skarreling? Yes No 
 
What job did you have before? Have you been unemployed? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Did you ever work in a formal job where you were paid regular wages? If yes, what job/s? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How long have you been involved in this activity, and how long on this site? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Did or do other family members also pick waste? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Have you picked from any other landfill sites? If yes, which ones? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Would you prefer to do something else than skarreling if you had the choice?  
Yes No  Don‘t know 
 
Would you prefer to be in formal employment (e.g. formal wastepicker, employed by the City), or do you pre-
fer to be ―self-employed‖? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Have you been offered other jobs after landfill salvaging was banned (in 2008)? If so, who offered you this 
job? _____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
If yes, why have you not taken up this offer? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. The extent and nature of skarreling on the landfill site 
 
How many days a week do you come and pick waste off the landfill site? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What are your usual working hours on the landfill? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Do your working times differ during the year (e.g. summer/winter)? Yes  No Don‘t know    
 
Do the weather conditions affect your work? Yes  No Don‘t know   
If yes, in what way? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What materials do you collect? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How much do you make on average at the end of a ―good day‖? R____________________________ 
How much do you make on average at the end of a ―bad day‖? R_____________________________ 
How much is your weekly/monthly income on average? R__________________________________ 
 
Are you part of a co-operative?  Yes  No 
 
Do you sell all collected recyclables to the local buy-back centre?   Yes  No 
If no, what do you do with the remaining collected goods? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How much do you get paid (per kilogram/unit) for the following materials? 
 
Scrap metal _________R   Cans _________R Paper _________R   Cardboard _________R  
  
Glass Bottles _________R   Plastic _________R   Food _________R   Clothes _________R   
 
Other/______________________  _________R   
 
 
4. The conditions on the landfill site 
 
Describe your relationship with the landfill management and staff. 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How do you view your work conditions at the landfill site? (Circle one answer) 
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Excellent  Good   Average  Poor   Very Poor 
 
Why do you view them like that? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How would you describe the attitude of the municipality? (Circle one answer) 
Very helpful   Satisfactory   Average  Unsatisfactory   Not helpful 
 
Do you have a license to pick waste on the site?  Yes No  Don‘t know about license 
 
Has there ever been conflict between you and an official/security/other skarrelers while you were skarreling?  
Yes  No 
 
What was the reason? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Was there violence involved?  Yes  No  Don‘t know 
 
How regular does conflict occur? ______________________________________________________ 
 
Have you ever been thrown off the landfill site? If yes, for what reason? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Is there more conflict today than in the past?  Yes  No  Same 
 
What are the consequences of the conflicts? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Have you ever been injured when skarreling? If yes, why/how? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Does skarreling affect your health? If yes, how? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
When you become ill, do get any help (income) from the other skarrelers and/or your community?  
Yes  No  Don‘t know 
 
In your view, what improvements can be made (in terms of the skarreling conditions)? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
5. Perspectives on waste picking 
 
How are your activities viewed by your community? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
6. General notes 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Thank you for participating in this research. 
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Appendix D: Semi-Structured Interview Population C: Solid Waste Management 
(SWM) City of Cape Town (CCT) / Landfill Management 
 
A) Position of official 
 
1) Your name 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
2) What is your position? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
B) Operation and management of the landfills in the CCT 
 
1) Who operates and manages the landfill sites located in the CCT? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) How much of CT‘s waste is recycled per year (tons/percent)? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3) LANDFILL ONLY: How much waste does this landfill site receive on a daily basis (in tons)? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4) LANDFILL ONLY: How much more airspace/life does this landfill site still have? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5) Do you provide your employees and/or salvagers with protective clothing and safety equipment? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
6) Is healthcare waste properly treated before disposal on the landfill (as required by the WC Health Care 
Waste Act)? Is toxic waste dumped on this site? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
C) Recycling 
 
1) Is there currently a division within the city‘s SWM responsible for the encouragement of recycling and 
waste minimisation? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) What is the budget allocation (i.e. how much of the budget is spent on landfilling, and how much on re-
cycling / waste minimisation)? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3) How successful is the ―Think Twice‖ project (i.e. much waste is diverted from landfills), and what is the 
time frame for implementing waste separation at source across the entire city? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4) Why is recycling not promoted more? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5) Have there been attempts to integrate the informal micro-enterprises into the waste management hierar-
chy? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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6) LANDFILL ONLY: Are any materials recycled on the landfill (or diverted from the waste stream) at the 
moment, or is all waste just buried? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
7) LANDFILL ONLY: Are staff allowed to take any recyclables from the landfill? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
8) Do you think that waste pickers contribute significantly towards recycling, waste minimisation and the 
saving of landfill airspace? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
9) In your opinion, can reclaiming be viewed as an integral part of SA‘s and CT‘s attempts to make the 
economy and livelihoods more sustainable?  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
10) Until the ―Think Twice‖ project is implemented fully in the whole city, most recyclables continue to end 
up on the landfills. Would it not be in accordance with the policies on sustainability to allow reclaiming 
on landfill sites in the meantime? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
D) Landfill salvaging and waste pickers 
 
1) Landfill salvaging was (officially) banned on the Cape Metro landfills in October 2008 for health & 
safety reasons. 
 
 How has this policy decision been communicated to the affected parties? What has happened 
to them? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 How did the salvaging companies/staff and the waste pickers react to the phasing out of land-
fill salvaging? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Have the implications of phasing out (banning) landfill salvaging been considered in the poli-
cies and implementation? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Had there been any plans for alternative employment/training of the staff of the salvaging 
companies and the waste pickers? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Have you considered that the people who make a living from collecting and selling recyclables 
might resort to illegal activities if their livelihood is destroyed? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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2) What is the CCT‘s view on landfill salvaging / waste pickers? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3) What is your personal view on landfill salvaging / waste pickers? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4) Is waste picker a legitimate occupation? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5) Why is there a general approach of exclusion towards waste pickers (in policy and practice), instead of 
attempting to integrate them into the recycling process (and thereby promoting sustainable livelihoods)? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
6) LANDFILL ONLY: Why did/do you allow skarrelers on the landfill site (from after 16h) despite the 
stop of salvaging/recycling? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
7) LANDFILL ONLY: How many skarrelers go onto the landfill every day? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
8) LANDFILL ONLY: Has there been conflict before 2008 between management/staff and the skarrelers? 
Did it become worse since the ban of landfill salvaging? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Thank you for participating in this research. 
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Appendix E: Semi-Structured Interview for Population D: Waste Management, 
Provincial Government 
 
 
A) Position of official 
 
1) Your name 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
2) What is your position? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3) Do you prefer to remain anonymous, or can your position and name be stated in the disserta-
tion? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
B) Waste Management 
 
4) Who operates and manages the landfill sites located in the Western Cape? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5) Who is responsible for monitoring landfill site management compliance? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
6) What is the remaining landfill airspace of the landfill sites in the Western Cape? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
C) Recycling 
 
7) How much of the provincial waste is recycled per year (tons/percent)? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
8) How realistic is it to achieve the goals of the Polokwane Declaration (―Reduce waste generation 
and disposal by 50% and 25% respectively by 2012 and develop a plan for ZERO WASTE by 
2022.‖)? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
9) Is there currently a division within the provincial waste management department responsible for 
the encouragement of recycling and waste minimisation? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
10) What is the budget allocation (i.e. how much of the budget is spent on landfilling, and how 
much on recycling / waste minimisation)? 
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_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
11) Why is recycling not promoted more? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
12) Have there been attempts to integrate informal micro-enterprises into the waste management hi-
erarchy? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
13) Do you think that waste pickers contribute significantly towards recycling, waste minimisation 
and the saving of landfill airspace? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
14) In your opinion, can reclaiming be viewed as an integral part of the WC‘s and SA‘s attempts to 
make the economy and livelihoods more sustainable?  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
15) Until recycling projects like ―Think Twice‖ in Cape Town are implemented fully, most recycla-
bles continue to end up on the landfills. Would it not be in accordance with the policies on sus-
tainability to allow reclaiming on landfill sites in the meantime? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
D) Landfill salvaging and waste pickers 
 
16) In the 2008 Waste Act the goal was formulated to phase out landfill salvaging in SA (officially 
for health & safety reasons). The Western Cape and Cape Town have therefore decided to ter-
minate all landfill salvaging immediately. 
 
 Who was behind this decision to phase out landfill salvaging in the WC? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 How has this policy decision been communicated to the affected parties? What has hap-
pened to them? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Is landfill salvaging still allowed on any of the province‘s landfills? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Have the implications of phasing out (banning) landfill salvaging been considered in the 
policies and implementation? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Had there been any plans for alternative employment/training of the staff of the salvaging 
companies and the waste pickers? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Has it been considered that the people who make a living from collecting and selling recy-
clables might resort to illegal activities if their livelihood is destroyed? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
17) What is the province‘s view on landfill salvaging / waste pickers? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
18) What is your personal view on landfill salvaging / waste pickers? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
19) Is waste picker a legitimate occupation? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
20) Why is there a general approach of exclusion towards waste pickers (in policy and practice), in-
stead of attempting to integrate them into the recycling process (and thereby promoting sustain-
able livelihoods)? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
21) Countries like Brazil are quite advanced when it comes to the inclusion of waste pickers in poli-
cy and practice. Have there been any attempts by the provincial government to learn from these 
successful policies? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Thank you for participating in this research. 
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Appendix F: Interview information sheet 
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Appendix G: Interview consent form 
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Appendix H: Focus group information sheet 
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Appendix I: Focus group consent form 
 
 
 
 
 
